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Introduction 


To understand Jean-Paul Sartre is to understand something im¬ 
portant about the present time. As philosopher, as politician, 
and as novelist Sartre is profoundly and self-consciously contem¬ 
porary; he has the style of the age. The landscape of his activity 
exhibits to us the development of this style as a natural growth 
out of the European tradition of thought on ethics, metaphysics 
and politics. Connexions which elsewhere arc subterranean stand 
clearly traced out in the prolific lucidity of Sartre’s work. 

He is a thinker who stands full in the way of three post-Hegcl- 
ian movements of thought: the Marxist, the existentialist and 
the phenomenological. He has felt the impact of each and has 
brought to each his own modifications. He uses the analytical 
tools of the Marxists and shares their urgent passion for action, 
but without accepting a theological view of the Dialectic. He 
remains at heart a liberal social democrat. He takes from Kier¬ 
kegaard the picture of man as a lonely anguished being in an 
ambiguous world, but he rejects the hidden Kierkegaardian God. 
He uses the methods and the terminology of Husserl but lacks 
Husserl’s dogmatism and his Platonic aspirations. In philosophy 
his attempts to define ‘human reality’ take the form of extensive 
and subtle descriptions. These descriptions imply and depend 
upon a picture of‘consciousness’ wherein a Husserlian and Hegel¬ 
ian vocabulary combines with psychological insiglits suggested 
by Freud. An anti-Cartesian attack upon the mind-body dualism 
and the reification of mental processes goes with a Cartesian 
insistence upon the authority of consciousness in determining 
its own significance. 

The style of thought which we find so widely summarised in 
Sartre and which we can recognise in other apparently dissimi¬ 
lar thinkers of the present day may be given the convenient label 
‘phenomenology’. Speaking of phenomenology in this broad 
sense Maurice Merleau-Ponty said, ‘it has been practised and re¬ 
cognised as a manner or a style, it exists as a movement, before 
reaching a full philosophical self-consciousness. It has been on 
the way for a long time, its disciples discover it everywhere, in 
Hegel and Kierkegaard cerUainly, but also in Marx, in Nietzsche, 
in Freud’ {Phenomenologie de la Perception p. ii), and he adds that 
in reading Husserl and Heidegger ‘many of our contemporaries 
have had less the feeling of meeting with a new philosophy than 
that of recognising something for which they had been waiting’. 
This same feeling of recognition obviously attends, for many people, 
the reading of Sartre. 

Philosophy in England, working with its own independent 
native empiricism, and in spite of serious differences of technique, 
has travelled a parallel way. It might even be argued that recent 
continental philosophers have been discovering, with immense 
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fuss, what the English empiricists have known since Hume, whom 
Husserl himself claimed as an ancestor. However that may be, the 
anti-rationalist, anti-Cartesian, anti-cssentialist enlightenment 
has developed in England in the form of an analytical philosophy 
of language; such linguistic self-consciousness, too, belongs to 
our tradition, and is to be found in Hobbes and Locke. This 
‘analysis*, unambitious in scope, rigorous and dry in technique, 
seems dour when compared with more flamboyant continental 
philosophical iictivities; it does, however, share with the conti¬ 
nental movement its general direction and many of its particular 
insights. Some of the things which are said in The Concept of Mind 
are also said in Ij£tre et le Neant, 

Many other things as well, however, are said in U£tre et le jW- 
anty for Sartre is an amateur psychoanalyst and a moral teacher, 
as well as being a philosopher. A driving force in all his writing 
is his serious desire to change the life of his reader. It is perhaps 
this which makes his philosophical consciousness stop short of a 
critical awareness of language. When one is concerned to per¬ 
suade and communicate one is, as Sartre himself has put it, too 
much inside language to see it as a structure of the external world. 
It is certainly this rhetorical anxiety to persuade, and not simply 
his p.sychological picture-making technique, which is respon¬ 
sible for what is open to criticism in Sartre’s theories. The tech¬ 
nique itself is innocent and what he attempts to do with it is 
interesting, important, and sclf-ju.stifying. Whether or not one 
wishes to call it ‘philosophy’ is a matter of secondary interest. 

It is not surprising that such a thinker should use the novel as 
one of his modes of expression. The novel, after all, is itself a typ¬ 
ical product of this post-Hegelian era; in saying which I mean 
of course to distinguish the novel proper (the work of Jane 
Austen, George Eliot, Tolstoy, Dostoievsky, Conrad and Proust) 
from the novel of ideas {Candide), the plain tale {Moll Flanders) 
and the modern metaphysical tale {The Castle), The novelist 
proper is, in his way, a sort of phenomenologist. He has always 
implicitly understood, what the philosopher has grasped less 
clearly, that human reason is not a single unitary gadget the 
nature of which could be discovered once for all. The novelist 
has had his eye fixed on what we do, and not on what we ought 
to do or must be presumed to do. He has as a natural gift that 
blessed freedom from rationalism which the academic thinker 
achieves, if at all, by a precarious discipline. He has always 
been, what the very latest philosophers claim to be, a describer 
rather than an explainer; and in consequence he has often anti¬ 
cipated the philosophers’ discoveries. (This is particularly true 
of Tolstoy.) 

The novel is a picture of, and a comment upon, the human 
condition, and a typical product of the era to which belong also 
the writings of Nietzsche, the psychology of Freud, the philosophy 
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of Sartre. It is also a type of writing which is more important, 
in the sense of being more influential, than any of the last men¬ 
tioned. Of this Sartre is well aware, and his interest in the novel 
is not only that of a phenomenological thinker in his natural me¬ 
dium, but that of a sincere propagandist in a powerful weapon. 
He brings to the novel, together with a remarkable literary gift, 
his typically philosophical self-consciousness. Whether this aware¬ 
ness helps or hinders him as an artist will have to be considered. 
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I 


The Discovery of Things 

La Naus^e* was Sartre’s first novel, and it contains all his main 
interests except the political ones. It is his most densely philo¬ 
sophical novel. It concerns itself with freedom and bad faith, the 
character of the bourgeoisie, the phenomenology of perception, 
the nature of thought, of memory, of art. I'hese topics are all 
raised as consequent upon a certain discovery, of metaphysical 
interest, which is made by the hero, Antoine Roquentin. This 
discovery, put in philosophical jargon, is the discovery that the 
world is contingent, and that we arc related to it discursively 
and not intuitively. 

Roquentin is standing on the sea shore. He has picked up a 
pebble which he is about to throw into the sea. He looks at the 
pebble—and a curious sickly horror overcomes him. He drops it 
and goes away. There follow other experiences of the same sort. 
A fear of objects invades him—but he cannot decide whether it 
is he or they that have changed. Looking at a glass of beer, at 
the braces of the cafe patron^ he is filled with ‘a sweetish sort of 
disgust’ {une espke d'Scoeurement doucedtre). He looks at his own 
face in a mirror, and suddenly it seems to him inhuman, fishlike. 
He subsequently makes the discovery: there are no adventures. Ad¬ 
ventures arc stories, and one does not live a story. One tells it 
later, one can only see it from the outside. The meaning of an 
adventure comes from its conclusion; future passions give colour 
to the events. But when one is inside an event, one is not thinking 
of it. One can live or tell; not both at once. When one is living, 
nothing happens. There are no real beginnings. I’lie future 
is not already there. Things happen, but not in the way that 
Roquentin had liked to imagine when he believed in adventures. 
What he had wanted was the impossible: that the moments 
of his life should follow each other like those of a remembered 
life, or with the inevitability of the notes of a familiar tunc. He 
thinks, too, of his own work: he is writing the life of the Marquis 
de Rollcbon. Yet this story which Roquentin is unravelling from 
letters and documents is not the real life wliich Rollebon lived. 
If he cannot even retain his own past, thinks Roquentin, how 
can he save that of another? He sees it all in a flash: the past 
does not really exist at all. There arc the traces, the appear¬ 
ances—and behind them nothing. Or rather, what there is is the 
present, his own present—and what is this? The T’ that goes on 
existing is merely the ever-lengthening stuff of gluey sensations 
and vague fragmentary thoughts. 

Roquentin visits the picture gallery, and looks at the sclf- 

• Translated into English under the title The Diary of Antoine Roquentin. 
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satisfied faces of the bourgeoisie. These people never felt that their 
existences were stale and unjustified. They lived surrounded by 
institutions of state and family, and borne up by a consciousness 
of their own claims and virtues. Their faces are Matant de droit 
—blazing with right. Their lives had a real given meaning, or so 
they imagined; and here they are, with all that added sense of 
necessity with which the painter’s thought can endow them. 
Roquentin’s own recent experience has given him a special 
sense of the bad faith of these attempts to clothe the nakedness of 
existence with such trimmings of meaning. Salauds! he thinks, 
as he returns to his own nausee. 

This malaiae now moves toward a climax, and its metaphysical 
character is made more clear. Roquentin is staring at a scat in a 
tramcar. ‘ J murmur: it’s a seat, as a sort of exorcism. But the word 
remains on my lips: it refuses to go and rest upon the thing.. .* 

‘ riiings are delivered from their names. They are there, grotesque, 
stubborn, huge, and it seems crazy to call them seats or to say 
anything whatever about them.’ He continues his reflexions in the 
public park: though he has often said, for instance, ‘seagull’, he 
has never before felt that that which he named existed. Before he 
had thought in terms of classes and kinds; now what is before him 
is a particular existing thing. ‘Existence had lost the inoffensive 
air of an abstract category: it was the very stuff of things.’ He 
fixes his eyes upon the root of a chestnut tree. Then comes the final 
and fullest revelation. ‘1 understood that there was no middle way 
between non-existence and this swooning abundance. What exists 
at all must exist to this point: to the point of mouldering, of bul¬ 
ging, of obscenity. In another world, circles and melodies retain 
their pure and rigid contours. But existence is a degeneration.’ 

Roquentin, who has abandoned his book on Rollebon, decides 
to leave. He sits in the cafe and listens for the last time to his 
favourite gramophone record: a Negress singing Some of these 
days. Often before, while listening to this melody, he has been 
struck by its pure, untouched, rigorous necessity. The notes fol¬ 
low one another, inevitably, away in another world. Like the 
circle, they do not exist. They are. The melody says: you must be 
like me. You must suffer in rhythm. I too, I wanted to be, thinks 
Roquentin. He thinks of the Jew who wrote the song, the Negress 
who sings it. Then he has another revelation. These two are saved, 
washed of the sin of existing. Why should he not be saved too? He 
will create something, a novel perhaps, which shall be beautiful 
and hard as steel, and will make people ashamed of their super¬ 
fluity. Writing it, that will still be a stale day to day task. But 
once it is complete, behind him, he will be thought of by others 
as now he thinks of the Jew and the Negress. Some pure radiance 
from his work will fall then upon his own past—and he will be 
able to recall his past without disgust, and to accept it. With this 
resolution of Roquentin’s the novel ends. 
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This peculiar book lives on many levels. It is a sort of 
palimpsest of metaphysical apergus. It gives expression to a pure 
metaphysical doubt, and also analyses that doubt in terms of 
contemporary concepts. It is an epistemological essay on the 
phenomenology of thought; it is also an ethical essay on (he 
nature of ‘bad faith’. Its moral conclusions touch aesthetics and 
politics. Most of all, though, its power resides in its cliaracter as 
a philosophical myth, which shows to us in a memorable way 
the master-image of Sartre’s thinking. Let us look at these aspects 
one by one. 

The metaphysical doubt which seizes Roquentin is an old and 
familiar one. It is the doubt out of wliich the problem of partic¬ 
ularity and the problem of induction arise. Tlu* doubter secs 
the world of everyday reality as a fallen and bedraggled place 
—fallen out of the realm of being into the realm of (existence. 
The circle does not exist; but neither does what is named by 
‘black’ or ‘table’ or ‘cold’. T he relation of these words to their 
context of application is shifting and arbitrary. What does exist 
is brute and nameless, it escapes from the scheme of relations in 
which we imagine it to be rigidly enclosed, it escapes from lan¬ 
guage and science, it is more than and other than our descrip¬ 
tions of it. 

Roquentin experiences the full range of the doubt, and he 
experiences it in a characteristically up-to-date way. He feels 
doubts about induction (why not a centipede for a tongue?) and 
about classification (the seagull), distress at the particularity of 
things and the abstractness of names (the tramway seat, the tree 
root). He sees reality as fallen and existence as an impcrl’ection. 
He yearns for logical necessity in the order of the world. He 
wishes that he could know things through and through and ex¬ 
perience them as existing necessarily. He wishes that he himself 
existed necessarily. He feels the vanity of these wishes. What 
Roquentin has in common with Hume and with present-day em¬ 
piricists is that he broods descriptively upon the doubt situation, 
instead of moving rapidly on to the task of providing a meta¬ 
physical solution. Roquentin does not feel so sure that rational 
knowledge and moral certainty are possible; he examines piece¬ 
meal the process of thinking, the commonplaces of morality, and 
accepts the nihilistic conclusions of his study, A further result of 
his brooding over the doubt is the neurotic distress about lan¬ 
guage which then assails him; in this respect too Roquentin is 
of his age. But what marks him out as an existentialist doubter 
is the fact that he himself is in the picture: what most distresses 
him is that his own individual being is invaded by the senseless 
flux; what most interests him is his aspiration to he in a different 
way. 

Roquentin’s sensations are not in themselves so rare and pecul¬ 
iar. We all of us experience, for instance, that sense of emptiness 
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and meaninglessness which we call ennui. In so far as Sartre ex¬ 
aggerates in Roquentin our ordinary feelings of boredom and 
loss of meaning this is in order to bring home to us a point which 
‘carelessness and inattention’ usually obscure. What is a thought? 
asks Sartre, and attempts a reply which, like that of Professor 
Ryle, surprises us in proportion to its exactness. It is bodily feel¬ 
ings, it is words that surge up and vanish, it is a story 1 tell my- 
sclflatcr. When we look at it closely, meaning vanishes—as when 
we repeat a word over and over, or stare at our faces in a mirror. 
If we consider our lives from moment to moment we observe, as 
Roquentin does, how much of the sense of what we are doing has 
to be put in afterwards. We observe the fabricated and shifting 
character of our memories. Meaning vanishes—yet we have to 
restore it. 

In doing so, can we avoid lying? Roquentin asks him.self. This 
is one of the central questions of the book. His acute feeling of 
the breakdown of meaning makes him look with clairvoyant 
amazement upon the bourgeoisie, past and present, of the town 
where he is living. He observes, with a fury which echoes the 
belle haine of his author, the pretentious trappings of the bour¬ 
geois Sunday. These trappings, these ideas of law and right, hide 
the nakedness of reality, of'existence. But could one ever do with¬ 
out the trappings? Po be outside society, to have lost one’s hu¬ 
man dignity, often appears to have for Sartre a positive value. 
Gauguin and Rimbaud are minor saints in the existentialist cal¬ 
endar for this reason. To have ‘gone away’, literally or spiritu¬ 
ally, from the rest of humanity may be at least a step away from 
bad faith, toward sincerity. Roquentin, when he is enlightened, 
feels hiiiLself to have lost his role as a social human being. He 
might, he feels, do anything. It is important that Roquentin has 
no Hre-pour-autrui, no close connexion with other people and no 
concern about how they view him; it is partly this that enables 
him to be such a pure case. His only confidante is his former mis¬ 
tress, Anny, who is his alter ego. Roquentin’s introspections have, 
as a result of his loneliness, a peculiar purity. His temptations to 
play-act are reduced to a minimum. The conclusions of his ana¬ 
lysis, however, seem to be fairly negative ones. What he learns 
is this. We must live forwards, not backwards. Not only every 
generation, but every momtmt, is ‘equi-distant from eternity’. 
We are not to live with our eye on History or on our biographer 
—to do so involves us in mauvaise foi and destroys the freshness 
and sincerity of our projects. As language may solidify and kill 
our thoughts, so our values may be solidified if we do not subject 
them to a continual process of breaking down and re-building. 
This much is implicitly suggested by the analysis—but Sartre 
does not explain or examine it. La Naush offers no clear answer 
to the ethical problems which it raises. It reads more like a 
corrective, a sort of hate poem—^whose negative moral is: ‘only 



the salauds think they win*, and its positive moral: ‘if you want to 
understand something you must face it naked.* 

Yet Roquentin does finally resolve the doubt; or at any rate 
he finds a means of personal deliverance from the curse of exist¬ 
ing. Roquentin is a Platonist by nature. His ideal mode of be¬ 
ing, to which he often recurs in thought, is that of a mathemat¬ 
ical figure—pure, clear, necessary and non-existent. The little 
tune, in which the notes die willingly one after the other, also 
has a kind of necessity—and it is through the little tune that 
Roquentin finds his rather dubious salvation. He thinks of the 
Negress and the Jew who created it as having been sorncliow 
saved by the song. Their salvation does not lie, presumably, sim¬ 
ply in their being thought about by others—if this were salvation 
then Herostratus is saved too. (Hcrostratus set fire to the temple 
of Diana at Ephesus in order to be remembered. Sartre studies 
a modern version of this character in Le Mur.) Nor are tliey 
saved because they have created a great work ol* art; Sartre 
chooses Some of these days as the vital song partly no doubt for 
this reason, that it is not a great achievement. What then is the 
salvation which Roquentin hopes for? We have to work this out 
from one or two obscure phrases at the very end. ‘A moment 
would come when the book would be written, would be behind 
me, and I think that a little of its radiance would fall upon my 
past. Then perhaps through it I could remember my life with¬ 
out disgust. . . I should be able, in the past, only in the past, to 
accept myself.* 

Others have hoped for salvation through art: Virginia Woolf, 
who attempts ‘to make of the moment something permanent’ by 
finely embalming it; Joyce, who tries to change life itself into 
literature and give it the cohesion of a myth; Proust wdio seeks 
by reminiscence to bind up and catch in the present the stuff of 
his own past. What Roquentin here proposes to himself seems 
different from any of these. He does not imagine that while writ¬ 
ing his novel he will experience any sense of justification or es¬ 
cape from absurdity. Nor docs he think that he can rest upon 
having written it —being an author. To do this would be to fall 
into the very traps which he has himself exposed elsewhere—to 
attempt to catch time by the tail. It is rather that through the 
book he will be able to attain to a conception of his own life as 
having the purity, the clarity and the necessity which the work of 
art created by him will possess. This is what I take Sartre to 
mean by ‘the radiance falling on the past*. Yet this is a very thin 
and unsatisfactory conclusion. A novel may be thought of as aspir¬ 
ing to the condition of a circle—though the comparison seems 
less suitable here than in the case of any other art. It certainly 
may be thought of as conferring upon an image of life and charac¬ 
ter a certain tense self-contained form, a sort of internally related 
necessity. But how is Roquentin, the creator, to transfer these 
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yearned-for properties to, even, his own past? If no present 
thoughts of his can confer necessary form upon his past, then 
neither can a partial image of that past, worked up into the 
wholeness of a work of art, confer the necessity. Any such sense 
of necessity must be illusory, for reasons which Roquentin has 
been oflering all through the book. The best which he could hope 
would be to achieve a momentary sense of justification by con¬ 
templating the formal beauty of his novel and saying to himself 
very rapidly: T did that’. 

The interest of La Naus^e does not lie in its conclusion, which 
is merely sketched in; Sartre has not developed it sufficiently for 
it even to pose as a solution to the problem. Its interest lies in the 
powerful image which dominates it, and in the descriptions 
which constitute th(‘ argument. These evocations of the viscous, 
the fluid, the paste-like sometimes achieve a kind of horrid poetry, 
calling up in the reader—as do so many passages in the work 
of Sartre— me espece (V ecoeuTemeni douceatre^ the sweetish sort of 
disgust which is one form of la nausee itself. Yet the effect is not 
always unpleasant. Sartre is much concerned with the real na¬ 
ture of perception. He dwells on the interpenetration of sensible 
qualities and on the urilikcness of what we ‘really see’ to our 
dried-up concept of the visible world. We arc invited to re-dis- 
cover our vision. 'I'he things which surround us, usually quiet, 
domesticated and invisible, are seen suddenly as strange, seen 
as if for the first time. The result may be disconcerting and sur¬ 
realistic, and it may be impressive too. ‘The real sea is cold and 
black, full of creatures; it crawls beneath that thin green film 
that is made to cheat us.’ The vision of the phenomenologist has 
something in common with that of the poet and the painter. 

What kind of a book is La JVaus^e? It seems more like a poem 
or an incantation than a novel. We find its hero interesting, but 
wc do not find him particularly touching. Sartre says in V£tre 
et le JVeanl that pure introspection does not reveal character. 
Roquentin is depicted as so lacking in the normal vanities and 
interests of a human being as to be rather colourless. Even his 
sufferings do not move us, for he himself is not their dupe. The 
solidity and colour of La Nausee are as it were cast out of Roquen- 
tin’s excessively transparent consciousness on to the things that 
surround him. I’he transparent hero in the absurd world re¬ 
minds us of the work of Kafka. But La Nausee is not a metaphy¬ 
sical tale, like The Castle, nor is the absurdity of Sartre the absurd¬ 
ity of Kafka. Kafka’s K. is not himself a metaphysician; his 
actions show forth, but his thoughts do not analyse, the absurdity 
of his world. The hero of La NausSe is reflective and analytical; 
the book is not a metaphysical image so much as a philosophical 
analysis which makes use of a metaphysical image. This, its 
consistently reflective, self-consciously philosophical character, is 
what distinguishes it too from other novels which brood equally 



upon Ihc senseless fragmentation of our experience or on the 
fabricated nature of its apparent sense*: Virginia Woolf display¬ 
ing the idle succt^ssion of moments, Proust telling us tliat what 
we rect!ive in the presence of the beloved is a negative which 
we develop later, Joyce piling up details until no story contour 
is visible any more, 

Kafka’s K. persists in believing that there is sense in the ordin¬ 
ary business of human communication. His world is full of 
pointers which the hero feels bound to attend to, and to which 
he attends forever hopefully, although it always seems that in 
the end they point nowhere. In all his activity's he liopi-s for 
sense, without anywhere cornering it. Sartre’s hero, after his 
enlightenment, no longer seeks for sense anywhere* except in the 
one place where he knows it resides, that is in the intelligibility 
of melodies and mathematical figures. He is unmoved by the fact 
that these are man-made fictions; it is their pure form which res¬ 
cues them from absurdity. Roquentin’s plight appears to be a 
philosopher's plight, while K.’s is that of f'verynian. We do not 
in fact resign ourselves to finding the everyday world a senseless 
place—but in so far as we find it liarder and harder to make sense 
of certain aspects of it, we recognise K.’s dilemma as our own. 

Roquentin’s problem is not the usual human })roblern. He is in¬ 
curably metaphysical by temperament and lives totally without 
human relations. But nevertheless Sartre does, 1 think, intend to 
offer us here an image of the human situation in general. What 
he undoubtedly docs succeed in displaying to us is the structure 
of his own thought. La Natisee is Sartre's philosophical myth. 
Why, asks Gabriel Marcel, docs Sartre find the contingent over¬ 
abundance of the world nauseating rather than glorious? What 
is, for him, the fundamental symbol? 

In VEtre et le N^ant (the chapter called Qiiality as Revealing 
Being) Sartre discusses the fascination of the viscous. He describes 
it as ‘an existential category, immediate and concrete.’ It is one 
of the fundamental keys or images in terms of which we under¬ 
stand our whole mode of being, and its sexual character is 
merely one of its possible determinations. It fascinates us from the 
start, because it .serves as an image of consciousness, of the very 
form of our appropriation of the world. The metaphors which 
compare the mind to gluey manifestations of the* sensible are 
not mere figures of adult fancy, they represent categories which 
we have used from earliest childhood. Sticky substances alarm 
and fascinate us, and we enjoy discovering and filling cavities, 
not originally for the reasons the Freudians offer, but because 
we grasp these as even more general categories of being: the 
consciousness that seeks to rise freely toward completeness and 
stability is continually sucked back into its past and the messy 
stuff of its moment-to-moment experience. 

Roquentin reveals the human situation in a simplified niytho- 
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logical way. His aspiration follows the schematic pattern which 
Sartre has analysed in L'£lre et le Neant as the ground plan of all 
endeavour. It has not clothed itself in any form of normal human 
project, sexual, political, or religious. I'he aesthetic determina¬ 
tion which is adopted at the very end is simply a sketch of a 
solution, tlu! most abstract possible, which leaves the pattern un¬ 
changed. f or Roquentin all value lies in the unattainable world 
of intelligible compk teness which he represents to himself in 
simple intellectual terms; he is not (until the end) duped into 
imagining that a?iv Ibrm of human endeavour is adequate to his 
yearning to rejoin that totality. ‘Evil’, says Sartre in What is 
Literature? Ms the irreducibility of man and the world of thought’. 
I’his indec'd is Roquentin’s evil, the only one* which he recognises 
—as intelligible be ing is the only good which he recognises. La 
Naus?^e represents the naked pattern of human existence, illumi¬ 
nated by a degree of j^hilosophical self-consciousness that 
reveals the fruitk^ssness which the particular determinations of 
our projects usually obscure. 

How does Sartre intend us to understand his myth? He is 
patently uninterested in the aesthetic solution. Nor, although 
Roquentin indulges in a certain amount of political analysis, 
does he seriously consider a political solution. He observes with 
disgust th(' ossified rigidity of bourgeois conve^ntion—but the 
pure radiant life with which the little melody is endowed never 
appears to him ( apable of assuming the form of a political end. 
7’hc anti-rationalist, anti-essentialist teachings of the book, 
though they somc'times provide negative arguments Jigainst 
capitalism, or, more generally, institutionalism and bureau¬ 
cracy, never take on a more positive* ideological character. 

Fully to und('rstand La Mause'e \vc must look elsewhere in 
Sartre’s work; the questions which it raises are all to receive their 
answers later. Elsewhere a more positive note is struck, and we 
are shown, not the bare abstract pattern of the human situation 
in general, but a situation which bears the colour of Sartre’s own 
projects. In La Naus^e, however, we arc still at the abstract level. 
La Naus?e is the instructive overture to Sartre’s work. 'Fo what 
extent it offers us an adequate picture of human consciousness 
I sliall discuss later. What it certainly does give us is a powerful 
presentation of Sartre’s own fundamental metaphysical image. 


II 

The Labyrinth of Freedom 

Les Chemins de la Liberte consists of four novels, IJAge de Raison 
{The Age of Reason)^ Le Sursis {The Reprieve)^ La Mort dans VAme 
{Iron in the Soul) and La Dernihe Chance, The first three have 
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appeared in English under the titles given in parentheses. As 1 
write, the fourth has not yet been published, but an important 
fragment of it appeared in Sartre’s review Les 7 anps Moderms for 
November and December 1949. VAge de Raison chiefly concerns 
the search of the hero Matliieu for tlie price of an abortion for Jiis 
mistress, Marcelle. Th(‘ evc'.nts dt'scribecl take place in 1938. Le 
Sursis is about the Munich crisis, and La Atari dans VAme "about 
the fall of'France. The story, which portrays the same group of 
characters throughout, follows straight on through tlie three 
books. 

Les Chernins is a study of the various ways in whicli people assert 
or deny their freedom in that pursuit of stable fullness of being, 
or self-coincidence, which Sartre has said in L'Stre ct le Meant to 
be characteristic of liuman consciousne^ss and whicli he portrayed 
in La Nausee. Only whereas in La Nausic we an! shown abstractly 
tlu' empty form of the* human projt‘ct, Jxs Chernins attempts 
to sliow us concret(!ly a variety of the ways in which different 
people try to realise it. Sartre studies at k ngth what he considers 
to b(' three main types of consciousness, tliat of the ineflective 
intellectual (Mathieu), the pervert (Daniel), and the Communist 
(Brunet)—and introduces a host of' minor characters who are 
also analysed and ‘placed’. 

The simplest of the three main cases is that of Daniel. Daniel, 
lik(; Roquentin, is tormented by the elusiveness of his own exist¬ 
ence. He is obsessed with a desire to change th(' not-being of his 
consciousness into a stable thing-like being. A tendency which, 
if Sartre’s description is the ajjpropriate one, we all shan', is 
found in Daniel as a constant and self-conscious pn^ocrupalion. 
Daniel is like Roquentin and unlike the other characters in Les 
Chernins in that he sees his life not as a pursuit of a \'ari(‘ty of ordin¬ 
ary human ends, but as a single project whose content may 
change but whose form never varies. R('fl(!xion strips his life to 
an awareness of a certain persistent structure. Y(!t whereas 
Roquentin, amid the raw material of metaphysical discovery, 
maintains a colourless philosophical detachment, thc! same 
discovery made by Daniel appears as a neurosis. Dani(!l is 
Roquentin, with the metaphysical thirst changed into an ob¬ 
session, and the philosophical detachment into a flair for psycho¬ 
analysis. Daniel’s story reads more like a Freudian case history 
than like a metaphysical essay. 

Daniel wishes ‘to be a pederast, as an oaktree is an oaktree’. 
Yet he is never able to experience a pure coinc:id(!nc(' wuth his vice; 
he remains detached from it, an observer, a possibility. Flis at¬ 
tempts to achieve coincidence take the form of self-punishment. 
By this means he hopes to gain an intense identification of the 
tormentor and the tornuaited within himself. This sort of partial 
suicide will be, at the same time, a manifestation of freedom. To 
do the opposite of what one wants- -that, he tells himself and 
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Mathicu, is freedom. It is also self-coincidence, the striking down, 
even for a moment, of the winged elusive consciousness. Thus, 
paradoxically, one could will one's transmutation into a thing, 
and be just one quivering moment of pain. Daniel finds freedom 
in its opposite. 

Yet his attempts at self-torment disappoint him. He cannot 
bring himself to drown his cats. He marries Marcelle, whom he 
detests, and finds the marriage intolerably bearable. In search 
of a witness before whom he may experience the pleasant shame 
of being seen as a contemptible object he makes confessions to 
Mathicu. But Mathieu is too reasonable and tolerant to be a 
suitable witness. Daniel finds a better solution in religious ex¬ 
perience. H(‘ is suddenly pierced by the certainty that God sees 
him. Here at last is a witness before wliom all his vices exist 
really, solidified into things by the accusing gaze; but this loo 
is evidently only one more phase in his endless quest. In Volume 
III (at the fall of Paris) he encounters what appears to be the 
perfect partner, the self-tormenting boy Philippe, wlio is drawn 
closely from Sartre’s conception of Baudelaire—a conception 
which he has set out at length in his ‘existential psychoanalyticar 
study of the poet. Daniel ‘captures’ the youth and prepares them 
both for collaboration. 

I’hese studies are accurate and powerful. Sartre is undoubt¬ 
edly a connoisseur of the abnormal; yet his interest therein is not 
necessarily a morbid one. Sartre, like Freud, finds in the ab¬ 
normal the (exaggerated forms of normality. His more lurid char- 
acU'rs are to show us, either by direct analysis (Daniel) or half- 
symbolical ly (Charles), something of the malaise of the human 
spirit in face of its freedom. Like Freud too, Sartre uses a mytho¬ 
logy or picture cT the mind in terms of which the individual 
case may be described. But as a pyschoanalyst he remains im- 
penitently Cartesian. In his early Essay on the Emotions Sartre 
writes: ‘The deep contradiction in all psychoanalysis is to pre¬ 
sent at once a relation of causality and a relation of comprehen¬ 
sion between the phenomena it studies.’ What occurs in the 
consciousness, he says, can rc'ceive its explanation only from the 
consciousness. Psychological abnormality must be understood 
in terms of the subject’s owni choice of a ‘mode’ of appropriating 
the world, and the subject’s own purposefully sustained sym¬ 
bolism. 

So where a Freudian might say that Daniel’s guilt feelings at 
his homosexuality cause him to punish himself, Sartre puts the 
matter in terms of Daniel’s semi-deliberate project, his chosen 
mode of life. I’hat it is chosen is something which Daniel realises, 
and the realisation is a characteristic part of his torment. The 
subject is the final arbiter, Sartre argues, and this the practising 
psychoanalyst well knows, although he tends to forget it when he 
enters his study to theorise. Sartre thus rejects the idea of the un- 
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conscious mind, but has his own substitute for it in the notion of 
the half-conscious, unreflcclivc self-deception which he calls 
‘bad faith’ {inauvaise foi). As metaphysician, as moralist and as 
psychoanalyst Sartre works with the same tools; a single picture 
of the mind serves him in all his fields. Since freedom is funda¬ 
mental there is no clash between psychoanalysis and morality; 
since metaphysics studies the structure of our experience of the 
world we need not be surprised to find a case history figuring as 
part of a philosophical argument. 

A second meaning-problem is presented in the character of 
Brunet, the Communist. Whereas Daniel, with neurotic self- 
tonsciousness, pursues a form of achievement whose content is 
never constant, Brunet unreflectively identifies himself with a 
single concrete project, throughout the first two volum(\s, and 
most of the third one, Brunet is the simple dogmatic Party mem¬ 
ber. Th(' univ{‘rse solidly and reassuringly is as the Marxist analy¬ 
sis says it is. He himself is an instrument of the Party wliose 
function has been determined by History. Brunet reflects no 
more about thesis things; he acts. H(^ does not (‘ven pause to re¬ 
hearse or question his own motivc-'S for being in the Party. ‘Tm 
a Communist because I’m a Communist, that’s all.’ Brunet, 
whose later development is so important, rcanains throughout 
the earlier part of Les CJiernins a rather stick-like character, 
though one who is clearly liked and respected by his author. 

'Phe pivot of the first three volumes, the c(‘ntral image of the 
triptych, is Mathic'u, the most expansively introspective of the 
psychoanalytical observers through whom the story is told, and 
no doubt a portrait of Sartri' himself. Mathieu stands be¬ 
tween the deliberately fallen and perverted nature of Daniel and 
the naively but innocently engaged nature of Brunet. Both these 
characters ‘tempt’ Mathieu in typical ways—Daniel with the 
prospc^ct of an actc gratuity Brunet with that of a secure engage¬ 
ment. Wh(!n Daniel suggests to Mathieu that he (Mathieu) should 
marry Marc(-lle, he is not only attempting sadistically to harm 
his friend, he is offering a programme of salvation of a kind which 
he has just tried to carry out himself (the attempt to drown his 
cats) and which he subsequently does carry out (by his own 
marriage to Marcello). ‘It must be very amusing deliberately to 
do the opposite of what one wants. One feels oneself becoming 
another person.’ Brunet also has a programme to offer Mathieu: 
join the Communist Party. ‘You have renounced everything to 
be free. Take one more step, renounce your liberty itself: and 
everything will be given back to you.’ 

Mathieu, however, follows the advice of neither. He is para¬ 
lysed by his excessive lucidity; there is no reason why he should 
go to Spain, or marry Marcelle, or join the C.P. For him to be 
able to decide he would have to change ‘to the marrow of his 
bones’. As it is, he is an empty thought, reflecting on itself. 
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Nowhere in his too rational life is there an irrevocable decision; 
‘the consequtmces of rny actions are stolen from me.’ When he 
does act it is Hamlet-like, on the spur of the moment, without 
any marshalling of reasons. He plants the knife in his hand to 
please Ivich. Hti opens his mouth to say ‘I love you* to Marcelle, 
and says ‘I don’t love you.’ He tells Pinette that resistance is 
senseless, and th(‘n takes a rifle. 

The climax of Mathieu’s story is told in Volume III. Mathieu 
is a private in the defeated French Army which, deserted by its 
officers, awaits capture by the Clcrrnans. The description of this 
queer interval, where guilt and innocence are found unexpect¬ 
edly together, achieves a sort of poetry which is not apparent 
elsewhere in Les Chernins. A strange profundity and gentleness 
attend the soldit^rs as they stroll about, smiling to one another. 
Mathieu thinks, this is the paradise of despair—and he wonders, 
as some stranger gently salutes him, ‘must men have lost every¬ 
thing, even hope, for one to be able to read in their eyes that 
man could conquer?’ Here the philosophy is completely fused 
with the image constituted by the story. Mathieu’s musings no 
longer seem like interludes. A real emotion binds the talc to- 
gt'ther, and tlur self-consciousness of its hero no longer has a 
chilling and detaching effect. 

Between Mathieu's coup de tete in joining the suicide squad of 
resisters and th(‘ final climax in the bell-tower, the hero has time 
to ask himself one more r|uestion, as he looks down toward the 
cellar where his imheroic comrades lie drunk. Ought he not to 
be down then.*, not up here? ‘Have I the right to drop my friends? 
Havt! I the right to die for nothing?’ He has one final moment of 
illumination as he fires from the tower.‘He approached the par¬ 
apet and began to shoot, standing up. It was an immense ret¬ 
ribution; each bullet revenged him for a former scruple. . . he 
fired on man, on Virtue, on the World: Liberty is Terror.’ There 
is no doubt that here the author is speaking. Into this symbolic 
irresponsible ‘breaking of the plates’ Sartre throws himself with 
an equal zest, as he hurls his hero to a senseless destruction. 

While Mathieu is on a tower, Brunet is in a cellar. Mathieu was 
in perpetual doubt and casts himself away without a reason. 
Brunet is never in doubt, and nurses himself for future tasks. In 
the prison camp he af:)pears as almost a caricature of the hard 
party bureaucrat—until he is warmed into life by Schneider. 
This mysterious person, gentle, humane and sceptical, is the 
critic both of Brunet’s practical attitude to his fellows and of 
his confident rendering of the Party line. Volume IV opens 
with the unmasking of Schneider as a distrusted ex-Party mem¬ 
ber, and the discrediting of Brunet’s interpretation of Party 
policy. The two friends part and Brunet attempts to undo his 
work. But now he is full of doubts; for the first time he begins to 
have thoughts which do not belong to the Party, he begins to see 
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the Party from tlie outside. Supposing U.S.S.R. fights and is 
beaten? Supposing the Party is wrong? ‘If the I^arty is right, I 
am more lonely than a madman. If the Party is wrong, all men 
arc alone and the world is done for.’ Finally Brunet attempts an 
escape with Schneider. They ar(‘ discovered and Schneider is 
shot. ‘No human victory can eflace this absolute of sulTering: the 
Party has killed him, even if U.S.S.R. wins, men an* alone.’ 

The book is an argument, proceeding by an alternate use of 
pointed symbolism and explicit analysis. It opens with Mathieu’s 
encounter with the drunken beggar who intended to go to Spain 
but never got there. Mathieu remembers iiim at tlu* close of 
Volume I. Mathieu too liad intended to go to Spain, to join the 
Communist Party, to mari*y Marcelle. Phe sort of act which 
Mathieu can perform is typified in his planting the knife in his 
hand, which he remembers later when he is on tin* bell tower. 
The typo's leap to death from the railway wagon (also killed by 
the Party) prefigures the death of Schneider, and gives Brunet 
his first taste of the irrevocable. Analysis is mon* important, how¬ 
ever. Most of what Sartre has to say to us is, we feel, packt-d into 
the lengthy i)assages of introspective musing. Th(^ characters 
(particularly Daniel and Mathieu) become transparent to us; 
their cool intellectual probings both interest us and check our 
emotion. Like Marcello, we begin to long for im petit coin d'ombre. 
Too much of the story is predigestcxl for us in tlie consciousness 
of the main charactc^rs—and we too .soon begin to know wliat 
to expect from each. Their reflexions, instead of deepening our 
sense of their coneniteru^ss and complexity, strip them to the bare 
structure of the particular problem which they embody. 

I n the relations of the characters to each other there seems to 
be no middle point between the insight of the analyst and being 
completely at a loss. Mathieu and Daniel observe each other 
with a professional shrewdness; in his Halations with Marcellc, 
and even more with Ivich, Mathieu is totally confused. For all 
the subtlety of the analyses of our consciousness of others which 
Sartre offered us in UEire et Ic Neant, the ‘other’ appears in Les 
Chernins either as a ca.se or as a .secret. Boris and Ivich, the faintly 
sinister and clam-like brother and .sister, represent a value before 
which the protagonists (and their author) hesitate, but which 
they do not engage with or explore. 

Ivich is a living reproach to Mathieu, yet one which he (and, 
one feels, his author) fails to understand. The value which Ivich 
represents is that of the secret, the inward, the momentary, the 
irrational- - in the presence of which Mathieu can only feel em¬ 
barrassment. In the absence of any real communication the other 
person is metamorphosed into an alarming enigma, even a 
Medusa. But Mathieu’s i.solation, the drama of which we may 
accept in his relations with Ivich, appears, where his relations 
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with Marcellt* are concc'rned, as a sort of casualness or careless¬ 
ness on the part of the author. Mathieu is seen as alternating 
between a dogged absorption in events and glimpses of his ‘free¬ 
dom’, which he pictures as a sort of grace, a sort oi'crime, and 
which bids him simply to drop Marcelle. Sartre has not troubl<‘d 
to see the relation between Mathieu and his mistress. What in¬ 
terests him, and Mathieu, is not Marcelle’s plight at all, but an 
abstractly conceived problem of which her plight is the occasion. 

Sartre by-passes the complexity of the world of ordinary hu¬ 
man relations which is also tin* world of ordinary moral virtues. 
Orcstt* in Les Mouches remarks that ‘human life begins on the 
other side of'despair’. It begins with the denuding (xperience of 
a radical reflexion. 'I’ill then, all is bad faith. The primary virtue 
is sinc(?rity. In Lcs Chcmitis we constantly feel the violent swing 
from a total blindness to a total fret'dom, from the* silence of un¬ 
reason to an empty and alarming babble of rt fiexion. Human 
life begins. But the comple xity of the moral virtues, which must 
return, more deeply aj)prchendc‘cl perhaps, with the task of 
‘going on from there', this we are not shown. Sartre takes his 

heroes up to tlu* point of insight, realisation, despair.-and there 

he leavc's them. I’hcy may fall back, but they do not know how 
to go on. I'here is only one hint of deep commitment, of real 
emotion, in the ]x*rsonal sphere, and that is in the relationship 
of Brunet and Schncidc'i’—and here one feels that the gaucherie 
and emban assment of Brunet are somehow shanxl by his author. 
There is the touch of an intensity which remains unanalysed. The 
waters are troubled. But Schneider perishes and it was after all, 
as Sartre entitles it in Lcs Temps Aiodernes^ un drole d'amitie. 

The more we look at Les Chemins the more the fundamental 
pattern which emerges is the same as that o{La Nausee. All human 
communion is impure and opaque, and reflexion dissolves it with¬ 
out purifying it. Fruitk'ss and precarious cogitation is the alter¬ 
native to a desc:cnt into the meaningless. The loss of sense in 
human relations is asserted rather than displayed; there is no 
tormenting entanglement of misunderstanding between Sartre’s 
characters. They bump into each otlier in an external fashion; 
they are ne ver deeply involved with each other. If not analysed 
th('y remain impenetrable. We are touched indec^d by a fear of 
the senseless, but it takes a dilfcTcnt form. In La Nausee it attended 
the hero’s awarene.ss of' the crowded superfluity of things. In Les 
Chemins it appears rather as a horror of the flesh. I'he flesh 
symbolises the* absolute loss of freedom, and references to its 
inertness, flabbiness, stickiness, heaviness form a continual ac¬ 
companiment to the narrative. Mathieu’s distress presernts itself 
to us not as a spiritual involvement with Marcelle, but as a sheer 
horror of her pregnancy. 

Yet what is it to defeat senselessness? 7'o find some comment 
on this we may look at Mathieu’s adventures in Volume III. 
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There is, first, the inluition of a possible innocence, a possible 
human victory, which comes with the complete loss of hope. 
Touching as this is, it comes to Mathieu simply as a vague and 
sentimental nostalgia, with no clear significance. Then ther(‘ is 
the question: have I the right to die for nothing? This is what the 
existentialist martyr asks himself What sort of losing of one’s 
soul will save it ? Kierk(‘gaard once asked himself if any man had 
the right to die for religion; but the background of Kk'rkegaard’s 
question is a transcendent religious truth. Mathieu’s question 
has no background. It simply exi)n\sses his s('nse of the absurdity 
of his act, and his refusal to regard it as a ‘better thing’ than seek¬ 
ing safety in the cellar. Ih* has had his nostalgic intuition of a 
jiurity and human communion which he nevtr found in exper¬ 
ience. But his final achievcm<*nt lies in sh(‘('r viok'ricc*, and what 
he achieves is simply the density and completeness of action 
which excludc'S reflexion. ‘Liberty is terror.’ I’his is the final 
‘going away’, the final ‘losing ol'one.self’; this is, in a thin disguise, 
the old familiar romantic answer to the problem. 

It is clear that Sartre is attached to this answer—the zest of 
Mathieu’s dying speech is unmistakably personal. But it is not 
tlu; one whic h he is rc^sponsibly anxious to endorse. To sc'c the 
sketch of what this may he, wc must look at the other emotional 
climax of the w^ork, the* death of Sehneidc r. ‘No human victory 
could efface this absolute of suffering.’ Here too there is tlie 
same sense of a ‘paradise lost’—a paradise of'human companion- 
ship-and of a final isolation. But here something more is affirmed, 
namely that the moment of human love had its absolute value, 
that its loss is an absolute loss. In contrast to the Marxists, Sartre 
may appear as a moralist of a CHiristian type. IIis thc'ological 
and his philosophical ancestry (Pascal on the one hand and Des¬ 
cartes on the otlier) come together in his view of the individual 
consciousness as an absolute. It is on the lonely aw^areness of 
the individual and not on the individual’s integration with his 
society tliat his attention centres. In Sartre’s w^orld rational 
awareness is in inve rse ratio to social integration; as soon as his 
characters begin to reflcxl they deliieh tlieriiselvcs from tlieir 
background. Only the unreflc'clivc and implicitly condemned 
‘bourgeois’ (Jacques Delarue for instance) is depicted as socially 
at home. There is no social context which is blameless and which 
increased awarenc'ss docs not disrupt. But neither is there any 
stability in relationships on the personal plane. I’hc Christian 
philosopher Marcel broods upon the tenacity and reality of 
human communion in the midst of its obscurities and perversions. 
Here by contrast Sartre shows as a non-Christian thinker. The 
individual is the centre, but a solipsistic centre. He has a dream 
of human companionship, but never the experience. He touches 
others at the fingertips. Tlie best he can attain to is an intuition 
of paradise, un drSle d'amitiL 
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The Sickness of the Language 

Sartre says: ‘The function of a writer is to call a spade a spade. 
If words arc sick, it is up to us to cure them. . . If one starts de¬ 
ploring the inadequacy of language to reality, like Brice Parain, 
one makes onesell'an accomplice of the enemy, that is, of propa¬ 
ganda ... I distrust the incommunicable; it is the source of all 
violence\ * 

Wliat is this sickness of the language? It is impossible to give a 
neat answer to the question. The fact is that our awareness of 
language has altered in the fairly recent past. We can no longer 
take language for granted as a medium of communication. Its 
transparency has gone. We are like people' who for a long time 
looked out of a window without nejticing the glass—and then 
one day began to notice this too. I'he b('ginnings of this new 
awareness lie far back (in England, one may find it in Hobbes 
and Locke) hut it is only within the last century that it has taken 
the lorm of a blinding enlightenment or a devouring obsession. 
Tht: more one looks at the phenomenon the more one has that 
fe('ling of a discovery which is made in all spheres simultaneously ; 
the sort of feeling which tempts people to invoke the useless no¬ 
tion of the Z*^ilgeist. One suddenly begins to connect The Con^ 
cept of Mind with the' marble sugar lumps of surrealism (attacks on 
the notion of essence) and HegePs Logic with FinnegarCs Wake 
(attempts to present the universe concretely and non-discursivc- 
ly as one huge pulsating interpenetrating particular). 

This age may or may not deserve to bi* called one of ‘existen¬ 
tialist’ thinking, but it is certainly the ending of a period of‘essen¬ 
tial ist’ thinking. In every sphere our simple ‘thingy’ view of the 
world is being altered and often disintegrated at an unprece¬ 
dented raU*; and a crisis in our view of the operation of language 
is inevitable. This fragmentation may sometimes appear as the 
pure joy of a new discovery, a more exact observation. It was 
with no .sense of loss that Monet declared that the principal per¬ 
son in a picture was the light. In the delighted vision of the im¬ 
pressionist painter the world of hard self-contained objects was 
transformed into a scintillating haze of ‘appearances’, a dance of 
‘.sense data’. This was done too in the name of a new realism, an 
observation which, set free from the stale domination of‘essences’ 
and general notions, could be faithful to the true momentary 
looks of the world. The writer, however, whose business was 
words, seemed to suffer a more distressing upheaval, and was 
less ready with new techniques. A sense of the desperate rapidity 


* What is Liternturc? pfj. 210 —211. Quotations from Whal is Literature? are taken from 
liernartl Frechunan’s translation. All other translations quoted arc my own. 
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of chang(’, the responsibility of speech in an incornprelicnsiblc 
situation, a feeling of being left out’, obscure guilt at the inhu¬ 
manities of a materialistic society; all these may have contributed 
to his malaise. But what{;ver the ‘causes’, it was the poet, whose 
relation to language is always more sensitive and more (easily 
deranged than that of the prose writer, who hist showed an ex¬ 
treme reaction. With the symbolists, poetry seem(‘d to take a 
plunge into a perverse and delibi'rate obscurity. 

The language of poetry is not in the ordinary sense ‘communi¬ 
cative’; but it hits usually taken for granted the normal power of 
reference possess(‘d by words and strntences, their power to 
point fairly unambigously at items in the world. Pn'cision of 
reference had been sometimes more, sometimes less, important 
to the poet; but now suddenly it seemed that the whole refcTcn- 
tial character ol'language had b(‘come for liirn a sort of irritant 
or stumbling block. It was as if the po(‘t began to see the world 
with a dreadful particularity, as a great inefl'able mass of in¬ 
extricable procc;ss('s. To lose, the discursivtr 'thiiigy’ nature of 
one’s vision and yet to feel the necessity ol' utterance' is to exper¬ 
ience a breakdown of language'—which may be met in either 
of two extn'rnc ways. The poet may accept and even intensify 
Ids sense of the chaotic interpenetration of reality, and attempt 
to make his language into th(; perfect expn^ssion of tins over¬ 
rich world. To do this is to weaken the referential character of 
language by overloading it. On the other hand, the po(*t may 
attempt to draw language out of the irudlabie flux altogether, 
and to erect it into a pure and non-refenaitial structure; on its 
own. I’lie former reaction was tliat of Rimbaud, the latter that 
of Mallarme*. 

Rimbaud seems to seek to achieve a dream-like plerdtude 
wherein language disintegrates through an ovt;rdetermination 
of meaning; the thick accumulation of exact and highly sensory 
imagery produces a rich blending all-enveloping confusion in 
the mind of the read(;r. Mallarme seeks rather to make language 
perform the impossible feat of simply being without referring at 
all. The reader is held by a pun; incantation wherefrom the 
ordinary senses of the words have been systematically purged. 
Meaning has been destroy<;d in the one case by being crowded 
in, in the other by being charmed out. Characteristic of both 
poets is the way in which language appears to them like a meta¬ 
physical task, an angel to be wrestled with. Their attention is 
fixed upon language itself to the point of obse.ssion, and their 
poems arc thing-like, non-commuiiicative, non-transparent to 
an unprecedented degree; they arc independent structures. 


* 1 owe the neat model offered by tliis contrast to Miss Elizabeth Sewell’s book T he 
Structure of Poetry. See too Jeait Paulhan’s T^s Fleurs de Tarbes, which also analyses two 
extreme tactics in the warfare with language. 

27 



either outside the world or containing the world. Language loses 
its character of communicative speech. For both poets, the conclu¬ 
sion is silence: for Rimbaud a real silence, for Mallarme the 
sell-contradictory ideal silence of a totally pure poetry. Both 
enterprises have, too, a touch of madness about them. If a cer¬ 
tain magical elfect can be produced by conjuring with words it 
is as if some cosmic problem w'ill have b(‘en soK ed, or some cos¬ 
mic event induced. Oiu; is reminded of Kirillov in The Possessed^ 
who felt that if otic free act could be performed the bonds would 
fall from the whole human race; or elst* of that imagined split¬ 
ting of the atom which would dissolve the universe. 

Does the world change first and pull language after it, or does 
a new awareness of language suddenly make us see the world 
dilferently? In the various fields where our experience of lan¬ 
guage was undergoing change, the new thing had the air of being 
a pure discovery, something which burst unex]:)cctedly upon us, 
and which was unique, peculiar to the field in question. The 
philoso]:)her’s new self-consciousness about language seemed to 
him more like an enlightenment than a sickness. ‘No one of our 
recent revolutions in thought is more important than this pro¬ 
gressive rediscovery of what we an* talking about’, wrote I. A. 
Richards in 1924, in Principles oj Literary Criticism. It was science, 
not poetry, howe ver, which revolutionized the philosopher’s 
consciousness of languagf*. The nin(‘teenth-century efflorescence 
of scientific methods, and the mathematical symbolisms which 
accompanied them, made the philosopher sec the relation of 
symbols, including words, to reality in a new light. Language 
was suddenly construed on the model of the scientific definition; 
the meaning of a sc-ntence being exactly determined by an ex¬ 
planation of the particular .sensible observations which w'ould 
decide its truth. Language was no longer thought of as naming 
things, even empirical things: it was .seen as a way of delimiting, 
interpreting and predicting .senst* experience. Metaphysical ob¬ 
jects were* eliminated and physical objects disintegrated into the 
appearances, or s(‘n.sa, which justified statements about them. 
‘The limits of rny language arc the limits of my world’, Wittgen¬ 
stein said. With a new sense of power, the philosopher, his atten¬ 
tion fixc'd upon language, began to sec words as the determining 
framework of reality. 

With criteria of meaning drawn from the sciences, however, 
this framework was as yet an extremely restricted one. The mean¬ 
ing of poetry, of religious and theological statements, and of 
stat(*ments in morals and political theory remained problematic. 
The search, in any case a vain one, for strange objects named by 
such propositions was gladly discontinued; but it w^as some time 
before a pati('nt study was made of their more complex function¬ 
ing (or ‘logic’). Boldly, the language was divided between de¬ 
scriptive (empirical) uses, and emotive uses; and the propositions 



in question were then said to have ‘emotive meaning', to be ex¬ 
pressions of feeling without external reference, liven tlu' mt‘an- 
ing of poetry became a subject for psychological measurement 
rather than logical investigation. The immediate result of' this 
move was a loss of confidence in the communicative power of 
language in these spher(\s. Language as t\xact communication 
seems possible only against the background of a common world, 
to whos(‘ reliable features the uses of words can be related by 
firm conventions. In the realm of morals and theology, and 
even political philosophy, a greater sophistication about the 
function of words seenu'd to lead to a w(‘akening of that sense 
of a common world. ‘(lood’ was no longer thouglit to name an 
objt'ctive quality, nor ‘democracy' an identifiable form ol'govern- 
rnent; and the alternative appeared to be to regard such words 
as the recommendatory cries of beings who, after all, turned out 
to be a blend of neat n^ason and neat passion. It was this aspect 
of the enlightenment, obscuri'Iy grasped by lay crritics, which oc¬ 
casioned the intermittent storming against ‘logical positivism' 
as a bnxxler of ( ynicism and underminer of belit‘f in the young. 
The possibility of honest affirmation seemed to Iiave betni taken 
away. On the other side, however, of this counsel of‘despair' lay 
a more patient and self-aware return to the complexities of 
‘human life’. (Gradually the philosopluT came to see language 
not as a structural mirror, or even as a categorical frame, of ex¬ 
perience of the sensible world, but as one human activity among 
others. Language and the world no longer stood apart; language 
now fell into focus as a part of the world, and with this came a 
readiness to study, on their own merits, the complex ways in 
which ethical, political, and religious propositions operated. 

Yet the powerful fascination of the emotive-descriptive dis¬ 
tinction still lingers. It appeals, of course, not purely on account 
of its dubious philosophical merits. It also gives an intellectual 
expression and ‘justification’ to a real sense of loss; the loss of a 
world of ideas and values assumed to be common to all thinking 
beings. The view that political and ethical remarks are simply 
<;xpressions of emotion might well occur to any critical reader of 
the daily press. (Just as the view that poetry is sheer disorder 
might well occur "to a reader of Rimbaud!) This weakening and 
obscuring ol the sense of moral and political terms is not an acci¬ 
dent, however, or even a plot. I’he smaller, expanding world of 
the nineteenth century, where the disruptive forces were not 
only dispossessed and weak, but incohen'nt, disunited, and 
speechless, could think itself a single world wherein rational 
communication on every topic was a possibility. This assump¬ 
tion can no longer be made. The breakdown of the notion of 
meaning in certain spheres, which might appear to be an achieve¬ 
ment of the linguistic philosoph(!rs working in isolation, or as 
the handmaids of science, may also be seen as the consequence of 
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a tragic discovery: the discovery that rational men can have dif¬ 
ferent ‘natures’ and sec the world with a radical dilTcrencc. So 
perhaps it was the loss of an actual common background, after 
all, wliich occasioned the linguistic sophistication, and not the 
latter which exposed the former as an illusion. Whatever the 
reason, \v(‘ can no longer even imagine that all reflective men 
have common purposes and common values. In such circumstan¬ 
ce's, it might be comforting to be able to attribute the resultant 
difiicuhies of communication, not to the amendable world or 
to our corrigible selves, but to an innate peculiarity of the rele¬ 
vant terms. This, in its way, was a surrender to ‘the incommuni¬ 
cable’, which is said to be ‘the source of all violence’. 

Poetry was aflbeted first by the linguistic disturbance; prose 
literature in general, and the nov(‘l in particular, were drawn 
later into the storm area. This was not surprising. The novel, 
traditionally, is a story, and the telling of a story seems to de¬ 
mand a discursive rei'erential use of language to describe one 
event after another. Tlu' novelist seemed to be, by profession, 
more deeply rooted in the ordinary w'orld where things were 
things and words were still their names. \'et, in time, a deep 
change came about both in the structural technique of the novel 
and in its page-to-page use of language. The novelist, too, seemed 
now to turn to literature as to a metaphysical task whereon the 
sense of the uni\'ers(' was at stake. Clornpare the attitude ol' 
Proust to his work with that of 7 olstoy or even Conrad. Thc' 
writings of thc: two latter show forth, are nourished by, their 
answers to life’s quc'stions; Proust’s work is his answer to life’s 
questions, lire human task has become a literary task, and liter¬ 
ature a total enterprise, wherein what is attempted might be 
calltxl reconciliation by appropriation. 

Many obvious factors combined to unnerve the writer: the 
rapid change of the social and moral world which fc:)rmcd his 
subject-matter, war and ideology and new elements of violence: 
and extremity in daily life, the advent of psychoanalysis. And it 
was within the ranks of literary people that there then developed 
the most deliberate and savage attack which had yet been made 
upon language: Surrealism. Surrealism was born after the 1914 
war, under the godmotlierly influence of Tristan Tzara’s Da¬ 
daism, a dc'structivc hate movement, anti-social, anti-literary, 
anarchical. It developed, under the leadership of Andre Breton, 
into a curious revolutionary enterprise. Literature had begun to 
encroach upon life. I’he Surrealists set to work to reverse the 
process. They prcTessed themselves indifferent to art and moral¬ 
ity; they were animated by a profound hatred of their society, 
and an abounding belief in the liberating value of an untrammel¬ 
led exploration of the unconscious. Poetry was a voyage into 
dream, language itself simply a medium for autom atic utterance, 
a net for trawling in the depths of thc mind, and so extending the 
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bounds of the real; an end which could equally well be reached 
by other means: collages^ the fabrication of unnerving objects, 
or the impact of shocking or pointless acts. For what was sought 
was not the here today, gone tomorrow, value of‘truth’, but the 
undiscriminated richness and particularity of‘reality’. 

The Surrealists proclaimed themselves followers of Rimbaud, 
opponents of Mallarme. They rejected the intellectual fight w ith 
language, the attempt to outwit it and withdraw it from life, or 
to batt(*r the sense out ol* it; they were rather for the swooning 
surrender to words which would carry them to subterranean 
caverns of encrusted opulence. Rimbaud, moreover, was idol¬ 
ized for another reason; because he had passed through art into 
life, because in the (uid he had rejected speech, because he had 
lived his destiny intensely. I'hal long, immense ei raisomU dheglc- 
rnent de tons Ics sens which Rimbaud had said to be the poet’s 
task—a discipline whic:h was to make of him Ic grand rnalade, le 
grand criminel, Ic grand rnaudit—et Ic supreme savant —w^as embraced 
by th(‘ Surrealists as a universal programme of action. I bis re¬ 
volutionary activity could not, how^ever, remain easily upon the 
plane of personal salvation. The Surrealists soon found that they 
W'ere fellow-travellers, and ready to assimilate the more romantic 
aspect of Marxism.* The Moroccan war of 1925 even precipi¬ 
tated many of therm into the Party. 

The animating spirit of Surrealism, how’cver, did not bend 
easily to Party discipline. Much as the Surrealists professed to 
despise literatunr, they still wished to nrgard it as n liberating 
force in its own right, and not as a tool of opportunist party tac¬ 
tics. Much as they hat('d bourgeois society, th(‘ revolution for 
which th(ry yearned was a revolution of the spirit. The cjuestion 
could not long be delayed: is there such a thing as Surrealist 
literature? And though for a long time the oflicial answer was 
negative, yet in fact Surrealist writers could not but become 
absorbed by the literary techniques w^hich their head-on clash 
with language had suggested to tliem. The movement gradually 
disintegrated into two halves, oik* part moving or] toward direct 
action by way of the Communist Party, the other part slij)ping 
back into literature. Language had won that particular battle; 
but it had been severely mauled in the jrrocess. 

The impact of Surrealism upon the themes, technique, and 
language of the novel in I’rance was immediate, and its (diect 
lasting. Meanwhile, and independently, an impressionist tech¬ 
nique had made its appearance in England. Confronted witii 
the chaotic process of the modern world, incompreh('nsible and 
gathering .speed, and if one can find no place in this process for 
oneself as actor, or for one’s language as instrument, one is after 


* 'Transformer le monde\ a dit Marx, 'changer la vie\ a dit Rimbaud, ces deux mots d* or dr e pour 
nous n'en font qu'un —Breton. 
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all at liberty to stand back and simply record the particulars as 
they swirl by, making out of them what wistful personal beauty 
one can. ‘Life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope 
surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end’, 
wrote Virginia Woolf. ‘Ts it not the task of the novelist to convey 
this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, what- 
ev(!r aberration or compk'xity it may display, with as little mix¬ 
ture of the alien and external as possible?’ I’he flux whose grey 
undulations alili('t('d the hero of La Nausie with metaphysical 
torriKait is rose-c;oloured in Mrs. Woolf’s work, and her charac¬ 
ters take to it as to a natural medium. I’he logical conclusion 
of this method is reached in the writings of Jarnc^s Joyce, where 
(Rimbaud’s form of the sickness) the referential nature of lan¬ 
guage almost gives way under the pressure! of the flood of undis¬ 
criminated ‘reality’ demanding expression. 

When they weari(!d of automatic writing the Surrealists went 
back, though with new' skills, to firmer literary forms and steadier 
uses of' language. Fitmegati's Wake reached th(! extremity alone, 
d’he novel moved into wliat has been called its post-impressionist 
phase.* The impressionist painters tried to paint exactly what 
they saw, with very startling results. Th(' post-impressionists, by 
dislocating th(! ‘appearances’ ever so slightly, and colouring 
them with some special mood of their own, produced something 
even stranger, (riie Surrealists had already discovered how 
little contriving is required to make some everyday object look 
grotesque, to turn the photograph into a nightmare.) I’he nov¬ 
elist went beyond the impressionistic ‘realism’ of Mrs. Woolf 
toward a mood of intellectual play, manipulating ideas, spinning 
fantasies, and experimenting more light-heartedly with language. 
Cleverness, brilliance, were now the novelist’s attributes. The 
traditional form of the novel w'as left, on the whole, to writers 
of lesser talent, who purveyed, in answer to public demand, easy 
literature of’ a faintly ideological kind. 

This is the situation of language and literature which Sartre 
is not alone in deploring. An English critic, D. S. Savage,** 
sees it in ternxs of a moral failure and a crisis of value. ‘Art is 
speech, and speech is ultimately impossible where there is no 
absolute existential relation to truth’. According to Savage, the 
novelists he studies deny this relation, in their various ways, and 
so move toward ‘the impossibility of speech’. Of Huxley’s early 
phase (the key to his later phase) Savage writes: ‘Unaware 
that meaning and purpose do not reside as objective facts in the 
world of things but are interior realities which wait for their 
realization upon interior dynamic movement, oblivious to the 

♦ I owe this extension of the comparison with painting to Professor Bullough. I am 
not sure if I am making exact ly the same \ise of it. 

♦ * The Withered Branch, a study of Hemingway, Forster, Woolf, Margiad Evans, Huxley 
and Joyce. Sec especially Savage’s remarks on Joyce’s ‘magical’ use of language. 
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truth that personality is not a substance with which we are 
endowed by nature, but an inward integration which may be 
achieved only by the decisive choice of oneself, lie arbitrarily 
attributes his own purposelessness to the universe! as a whole’ 
(p* * 37 )‘ discussing Joyce: ‘Language is not isolate, is not 

magical. It is the vehicle of communication, and is related in¬ 
trinsically to meaning, and through meaning to truth—which 
is a transcendent value. Language is healthy when it is related 
directly to meaning, and it can be so related only when the mind 
itself aspires vertically to truth as an absolute centre’ (p. 193). 

That meaning and purpose do not reside as objective facts in 
the world of things was something of which, in fact, people were 
becomirig obscurely conscious. (‘In tlie world everything is as 
it is and happens as it does happen. In it there is no value.’ 
Wittgenstein: Tractatus 6.41.) There were a variety of reactions, 
however, to this breaking of the social and moral fabric. 
When purposes and values are knit comfortably into the great 
and small practical activities of life, thought and emotion move 
together. When this is no longer so, when action involves choos¬ 
ing between worlds, not moving in a world, loving and valuing, 
which were once the rhythm of our lives, become problems. Emo¬ 
tions which were; the aura of what we treasured, when what we 
treasured was what we unrefleclively did, now glow feverishly 
like distant follets^ or have the imminent glare of a volcanic 
threat. The attempt to go on making a total sense of the social 
and political world, as well as acting in it, demanded a new 
conception of value which connected it with the character and 
affirmation of the agent. 

Those who were deeply concerned with practice on the scale 
and in the kind which demanded such an interpretation, those 
thinkers who were committed in a political or religious sen.se, 
made the search for truth in action the reconciling and central 
feature of their philosophies. Such were thinkers of a Marxist or 
existentialist type. Those who were less concerned, for one reason or 
another, with ideological activity, with reflexion upon the choice 
between dillercnt worlds, were readier to accept the divided scene 
at its face value and to take a more dualistic view. Phenomena 
were divided into the real and the unreal; it was the task of thought 
to express or mirror the real, and in this passive mirroring or spon¬ 
taneous expression truth consisted; not in the dynamic picking 
and choosing, discriminating and evaluating of practical life. 

The linguistic philosophers (in their early phase) took as real 
the facts of science and everyday life; they regarded as unreal 
the world of art, politics and religion, emotion, fantasy and 
dream. Value, failing to be in the world, was a sort of exclamation. 
Truth was correspondence with fact, was the sensibly verifiable. 
Interpretation of human conduct was left to behaviouristic 
psychologists. This was followed by a more sophisticated and 
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self-consciously anti-dualistic phase, wherein language came to be 
viewed, no longer as the mirror of the world, but as one liuman 
activity among others. Yet the dualism which this philosophy 
opposed was still a crude version of the mind-body dualism: the 
Cart(‘sian dualism (thinking and extended substance) and not 
the Kantian dualism (empirical world and creative spirit). In 
spite of a more patient treatment of the logic of ethical statements 
the serious study of the latter dualism was left to the ‘committed’ 
philosophies of the continent. 

The Surrealists went the other way; they took as real the pas¬ 
sions and desires, the destructive rage of emotion that no longer 
liv(td with everyday values and purposes, the lurid figures of the 
unconscious. I'o the undiscriminated and unevaluated world of 
sense they preferred the equally undiscriminated and unevalu¬ 
ated world of dream. This was the ‘reality’ that concerned the 
writer, and not the ephemeral value of a ‘truth’ that was thought 
out in terms of historical action. The Surrealists were not really 
concerned with working out the details of a practical program- 
mtr. They nevt r came to terms with the world sufficiently to do 
so. Their revolution was the perpetual revolution of romanticism, 
the violent juxtaposition of the hated bourgeois ‘everyday life’and 
the life of'desire; a sounding clash rather than a serious struggle. 

Characteristic of both the Surrealists and the linguistic philo¬ 
sophers was the readiness to resolve what seemed a harsh and 
hopeless dualism into a simple and static monism. This could be 
done by taking one aspect of life as its total and allowing the 
other a.spects to appear simply as peripheral clouds. For both 
parties, then, mental activity lost its complexity and depth 
and appeared as a simple unitary operation: the everyday wield¬ 
ing of tool-like symbols, or the unreflcctive expression of the 
contents of the consciousness (it was not Professor Ayer but 
Tristan Tzara who first said: lapensie se fait dans la louche), while 
the same rather despairing monistic attitude appears in litera¬ 
ture as a readiness simply to record the flux of reality, or to 
become absorbed in sporting with language itself. 

Sartre grew up under the shadow of Surrealism. It was prob¬ 
ably in connexion with the Surrealist-Communist struggle that 
he first encountered the problem of the ‘liberating* role of litera¬ 
ture; can art liberate without being itself committed? Can it be 
committed without degenerating into propaganda? Sartre also 
inherits much of the spirit of Surrealism: he shares its ‘heroic’ 
and exhibitionist temper, its fanatic hatred of bourgeois society, 
its cherishing of that flame of intense experience which was 
to be not exactly hard and gem-like, but vigorous, lurid and 
sweeping. Sartre is infected too with a certain Trotskyist roman¬ 
ticism, the nostalgia for the perpetual revolution. Yet he wears 
all these with a difference. He is more of a rationalistic intellect¬ 
ual than a poet by nature, and his experience has sobered him 
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politically. The rich overabundance of reality, the phantasm¬ 
agoria of ‘disordered’ sensation, seem to the author La Naiish 
a horrilying rather than a releasing spectacle, a threat to the 
possibility of meaning and truth. The more surprising contents 
of the consciousness arc to be interpreted as distorted versions 
of our deep intentions and not as independent symbols, and cer¬ 
tainly not as strays from a subterranean region of supreme value 
and power. Sartre fears, not loves, this notion of a volcanic 
otherness within the personality. 

On the other hand, he is able to see a certain negative value in 
the destructive power of Surrealism and the literature of the 
breakdown of sense. Fals(‘ certainties must be seen through be¬ 
fore true ones can be framed; as moral literature destroys itself, 
metaphysical literature' imposes itself. ‘Human life begins on the 
other side of despair.’ The crude dualistic scepticism oi Principles 
of Literary Criticism and Language, Truth and Logic taught philo¬ 
sophers something essential, effected the break with the* past; they 
were then able to move on from seeing language as mirror or 
cxclarnation to seeing it as an activity in th(' world among other 
activities in the world. But the scene of this activity is for the 
modern British empiricist an everyday one from which certain 
conflicts are excluded. I'he ‘world’ of The Concept of Mind is the 
world in which people play cricket, cook cakes, rnakt' simple de¬ 
cisions, remember their childhood and go to the circus; not the 
world in which they commit sins, fall in love, say prayers or join 
the Communist Party. 

Sartre too washes to conceive language neither as a vehicle for 
realistic reporting nor as an cxp)ression of the unsortc^d totality 
of the unconscious. Literature is not to be a reconciliation through 
appropriation, it is to be an activity going forward in a world 
where certain reconciliations are impossible and certain conflicts 
inevitable. The world in which Sartre sees language as active is 
the world of ideological battles, where morality is a function of 
self-conscious political and religious allegiances and not of a 
simple and unrcflective social round. Sartre wants to put lan¬ 
guage to work in the context of the great c|uestions of faith; here it 
is not to be cither d(\spised or idolised but used. Sartre’s observa¬ 
tions are recommendations for the proper use of language rather 
than analyses of its actual use; and this differentiates him from 
the British linguistic philosophers. Yet he regards himself as 
nevertheless expressing an important truth about the human 
condition when he affirms that language is properly a medium of 
communication. 

The hero of La Naush saw language and the world as hopeless¬ 
ly divided from each other. ‘The word remains on my lips: it 
refuses to go and rest upon the thing.’ Language was an absurd 
structure of sounds and marks behind which lay an overflowing 
undiscriminated chaos: the word which pretended to classify the 

35 



infinitely rich and unclassifiable existent, the political slogan or 
social label or moral tag which concealed the formless heaving 
mass of human consciousness and human history. Roquentin 
cxp{!riences in an intense and total form that vision of the world 
which makes men dc'spair of language or else sport W’ith it or 
even attempt to make it into a self-contained system and a strong¬ 
hold against chaos. Roquentin himself inclines to a ‘literary’ so¬ 
lution of his dilemma. But what he is concerned to appropriate 
and stabilize by these means is simply the shape of his own life. 
Roquentin is not Sartre, or is perhaps an aspect of an immature 
Sartre. Roquentin’s political insight is of a destructive and nega¬ 
tive kind. He is aware that words may conceal or justify violence 
and disorder; he seems unaw^are that despair of words or their 
too exclusive culti\"ation (‘pure literature’ as well as ‘the incom¬ 
municable’) may do so equally. Or rather it is that while he sees 
th(! absurdity of certain attempts to dominate chaos, he has no 
real faith in any salvation other than the tenuous personal one 
which he envisages at the close. What is treated in La Nausie as 
a metaphysical discovery is conceived by Sartre cIscwIktc as a 
malady with political causes and political renn'dies. I’he prob¬ 
lem is to find a middle* way (a third force*) between the e)ssifica- 
tion of language and its descent into the senseless, between the 
bad faith of the salatids and spiritual chaos, between (to translate 
again) an acceptance of totalitarian standards (capitalist or com¬ 
munist) and political cynicism. Sartre, as we shall see, going be¬ 
yond the situation of Roquentin and beyond his solution, wants 
to connect in a great eejuation literature, meaning, truth, and 
d<!mocracy. 


IV 

Introspection and Imperfect Sympathy 

Zola said that the novelist ‘must kill th(! hero’. He must do 
this because, according to Zola, his job is to show ‘the ordinary, 
course of average lives’. Sartre too believes in killing ‘the hero’, 
in the s(*nse ol’a magnified central figure who enjoys the author’s 
exclusive approval; but for different reasons, reasons connected 
not with the author’s subject-matter but with the author’s stand¬ 
point. He says: ‘No more characters; the heroes are freedoms 
caught in a trap like all of us’. We can readily give a simple sense 
to this programme. Sartre is not going to portray for us solid 
figures with vices and virtues painted upon them. He is going to 
show us people made transparent by an ambiguous radiance. 
To do this is not to show the world as futile or senseless, since a 
part of the picture is the urgent demand for sense. In other words, 
Sartre intends to exliibit his people as more or less reflective 



moral agents in a peculiarly distracted and uncorlain context, 
and to concentrate upon th<r quality of their doubt or insincerity. 
What is the technique which is suited to such an intention? 

Sartre says that the mode of self-awareness of the modern 
novelist is the internal monologue, I'his se('ms to be exact, 'fhe 
modern novelist is not usually telling us about events as if lliey 
were past and rememben^d; he is presenting them, through the 
consciousness of his people, as if they were happening now. I’he 
reader is poised, with th(‘ character prest'nted, upon th(‘ brink of 
a future whose ‘openness' the novelist is at jjains to make him h^el. 
This method has both its peculiar appropriateness to the present 
time (we are not now so anxious to regard minds as things which 
can be adequately described from outside', or from a distance), 
and also its peculiar difficulties. Sartre himself points out some 
of the diflicultif's when he says {L'Htre cl k .Aww/,/?. 416): ‘Char¬ 
acter has no distinct existence except as an ohject of knowledge 
to other people. Consciousness does not know its own character 
—except in so far as it may consider itself reflcxivcly from the 
point of view' of another. . . This is why pure introspective de¬ 
scription ol'oncsclfdocs not re v(*al a character: Proust’s hero “has” 
no character which can be grasped directly.’ This need not point 
to more than a technical probh'm for lh(‘ novelist: tlic problem of 
how to work in a variety of ontsido views of each person, so that 
we may obtain an ‘objective’ picture. 

Another critic, however, w'hilc agreeing with Sartre that 
introspection does not show' rharact<‘i‘, sees this as a reason for 
keeping tlie internal monologue method on a short leash, and re¬ 
gards the popularity of the method as a symptom of literary 
disease. George Lukacs writes (Studies in European Realism^ p. 8): 
‘The psychologists’ punctilious probing into the human soul and 
their transformation of human beings into a c:haotic flow of ideas 
destroy no less surely every possibility of a literary presentation 
of the completely human personality’, no less surely, that is, 
than does a crude ‘ohjectivist’ naturalism. It is between these 
two extremes, of an impoverished black-and-white objectivism 
(Upton Sinclair) and an isolated aesthetic subjectivism (James 
Joyce) that I^ukacs sees literature in the western world as con¬ 
demned to move. For want of the inclination and ability to put 
the ‘decisive social determinants’ of character and action into 
the picture, the western writer, Lukacs says, has made his char¬ 
acters pale and empty or (if his technique is psychological and 
subjectivist) eccentric or pathological. That is, to put the accusa¬ 
tion in the terms used in the previous chapter, Lukacs charges 
the western writer, Avho has evidently lost the aspiration to truth 
(since such an aspiration would require him to come to terms 
with Marxism) with portraying his characters in a static monistic 
manner, as denizens of a simple ‘factual’ world or an equally 
simple emotional world, rather than as active beings who can 
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only be properly characterised by being shown in reciprocal 
connexion with the society they inhabit. And he picks on the in¬ 
trospective technique of the modern novelist as a symptom of 
a neglect of the complexity of what he takes to be the real nature 
of human personality. 

Now there is a sense in which it is obviously inexact to say that 
introspection does not reveal character. It is true that self-ana- 
lysis ‘breaks up’ the firm configuration to which we usually give 
the name ‘character’—and the ‘purer’ the analysis the harder, 
perhaps, to name what is revealed in terms of virtues and vices. 
Yet an ‘impure’ analysis will give itself away and readily receive 
a name. Good glass is invisible, inferior glass can be seen as 
well as seen through. In Constant’s novel Adolphe^ for instance, 
which is a prolonged self-analysis with only one voice, we confi¬ 
dently pass judgment, from the quality of the analysis itself, upon 
the bad faith of the narrator. Adolphe, of course, is told retro¬ 
spectively in the mode of ‘the remembered’, not of the immedi¬ 
ate. The same applies however to the analysis which is presented 
as ‘happening now’. To see the person concerned through the 
eyes of another may h(dp our evaluation of him—but we do not 
need this if the author has given sufficient colour to the mono¬ 
logue to enable us to ‘place’ the narrator. (Narration through 
a non-reflexive consciousness may of course be equally revealing 
—as wffien, in Amia Karenina, we learn not only the intensity but 
the quality of Levin’s joy from his finding a tiresome meeting 
delightful, of Anna’s misery from her S(‘eing inoffensive people 
as beastly.) 

If, however, the author cuts up the inner landscape too finely, 
or, from indifference or some other reason, fails to give us the 
material on which to judge the quality of the monologue, wc 
may cease to be interested in estimating the good faith of the 
narrator, and may simply turn to enjoying the subtlety and finesse 
of the author as this displays itself in the various moments of the 
analysis. I think this is our situation where certain of Virginia 
Woolf’s people are concerned. The person is presented as a 
series of more or less discrete experiences, connected by tone 
and colour rather than by any thread of consistent struggle or 
purpose—and both person and author seem content. This is 
certainly one way of‘killing the hero’—but it is not the way which 
Sartre commends. In La Namie Roquentin experiences a disin¬ 
tegrated world, but, unlike the heroine of that other lyric upon 
the absurdity of e\eYythm^,MrsDalloway, he does so with acute 
distress; he feels it ought not to be so. In Les Chemins de la Liberti 
the story is related entirely through the moment-to-moment 
consciousness of the characters, and considerable space is de¬ 
voted to self-analysis on the part of the main persons; but the 
interest of the story appears to lie in the demand for sense, the 
characters’ determination to find a meaning in their lives. Does 



Sartre, in spite of his use of the introspective technique, really 
succeed in creating people who are neither ‘pale’ nor ‘patho¬ 
logical’? Sartre has recommended moral concern as a recipe for 
good writing. We shall wish to see how the vertical aspiration to 
truth (which I have no doubt Sartre would consider Virginia 
Woolf to lack) aflects his portrayal of his own people, and. in 
what exactly that aspiration consists. 

The character of whom we see most, and on whom our inte¬ 
rest centres in the first three volumes of Les Chemins^ is Mathieu. 
We receive plenty of oblique information about Mathieu through 
Ivich’s tart comments, Boris’s admiration, Daniel’s contempt. 
What do we learn, however, from Mathieu himself^ whose mono¬ 
logues occupy so many pages? It seems that, as soon as Mathieu 
begins to reflect, toutfont le camp. \n Le Sursisy for instance, when 
he pauses on the Pont Neuf and contemplates suicide, his re¬ 
flexions fall apart into a dry senselessness. ‘He was alone upion 
the bridge, alone in the world, and no one could tell him what 
to do. “1 am free for nothmg^\ he thought with lassitude’ (p. 286). 
This is typical of Mathieu’s reflexions. At the crises in his life, it 
is the same note of emptiness and w(*ariness which is struck 
always. At the close of UAge de Raison., after his break with Mar¬ 
cello: ‘He felt nothing except an anger without an object and 
behind him the act, naked, smooth, incomprehensible: he had 
stolen, he had abandoned Marcelle when she was pregnant, 
for nothing^ (p. 288). 

This effect of a void at the centre is of course perfectly delib¬ 
erate. Nor is the random air of this ‘freedom of indifference* in 
itself unconvincing. When Mathieu starts to say T love you’ to 
Marcelle, and says ‘1 don’t love you’, when he tells Pinette re¬ 
sistance is pointless and then reaches for his gun: this is indeed 
how we behave. In a way too, one might say, it is ‘only because* 
Myshkin fails to reach the door in time, after the scene between 
the two women, that he stays with Nastasya and does not wed 
Aglaia (in The Idiot). It is ‘only because’ Varenka makes an in¬ 
opportune remark about mushrooms that Sergei Ivanovich 
fails to propose to her (in Anna Karenina). Yet these latter cases 
affect us differently; they lose their air of total randomness 
because of the pressure upon them of the whole work of which 
they are a part. 

The danger is that, if a character is presented with an excess 
of lucidity and transparency, a sense of futility may overcome 
the reader as well. What is typical of Mathieu is not only his 
‘anguish* and ‘lack of reasons’ for doing A rather than B---it 
is his chill self-consciousness about the whole affair. We might 
compare Sartre’s descriptions of Mathieu’s choices with the 
description in Daniel Deronda of Gwendolen’s decision to marry 
Grandcourt. The anguish and the ‘bad faith’ of the heroine are 
presented in a mixture of external detail and introspective 
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description: the urgent ‘picture book’ recollections, the warm sense 
of a possible escape, the ‘yes’ which she speaks as if in a court 
of justice. * Gwendolen’s predicament moves us in a way in which 
none of Mathieu’s manages to do—and a part of the reason for 
this is the extreme transparency of Mathieu’s consciousness. 
Now Sartre might well answer that to present the matter thus 
was exactly his purpose. Yet his position as a philosopher has set 
him a difficult task as a novelist: that of maintaining our interest 
and our sense of reality in spite of the drying and emptying efl'ect 
of the perpetual analysis. In their private self-communings 
Sartre’s people do seem in danger of losing our concern either be¬ 
cause of their abstraction (Mathieu might indeed be called a 
‘pale’ character) or else because of their abnormality (Daniel is 
certainly a ‘pathological’ character.) We cannot here discover 
any clear answer to the question: what does Sartre himself really 
value? By the magnetic power of what ‘truth’ is he led into 
‘seriousness’? So let us now consider the relations of Sartre’s 
people with each other. 

The lesson of V£tre et le Niant would seem to be that personal 
relations are usually warfare, and at best represent a precarious 
equilibrium, buttressed as often as not by bad faith. We find no¬ 
thing in the novels which openly contradicts this view. It is not 
only that the relationships portrayed in Les Chernins arc all in¬ 
stances of hopelessly imperfect sympathies—Mathieu and I vich, 
Mathieu and Odette, Mathieu and Daniel, Mathieu and Brunet, 
Mathieu and Marcellc, Gomez and Sarah, Boris and Lola. This 
in itself is nothing to complain of. Indeed it is in Sartre’s ruthless 
portrayal of the failure of sympathy that we often most feel his 
penetration and his honesty. What does deserve comment is that 
Sartre acquiesces in the lack of sympathy in a way which sug¬ 
gests that his interest is elsewhere. He is looking beyond the rela¬ 
tionship; what he values is not the possibility which this enfolds 
but something else. One feels this particularly perhaps in the 
treatment of Marcelle, who is dealt with hardly not only by 
Mathieu but by her author. Sartre is not really very interested 
in the predicament of Marcelle, except from the technical point 
of view of its effect upon Mathieu. Similarly we feel a touch of 
hardness in the portrayal of Boris’s relations with Lola. We are 
not moved by Lola’s situation—^whereas we are pierced to the 
heart by the somewhat similar situation of Ell^nore in Adolphe, 
And a part of the reason is that Lola’s author does not care very 
much cither; he accepts the position. It is not here that he has 
entered absorbingly into his work. 

The tragic and magnetic unattainability of the loved other is 

* That ‘yes’ hits off with beautiful accuracy the kind of bad faith which Sartre too 
attempts to characterize in VEtu et le Niant by his example of the girl who leaves her 
hand inert and ‘unnoticed* in the grasp of her admirer (p. 95 ). See also F. R. Leavis's 
analysis of the Deronda passage in Tlu Great Tradition, 
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not presented; and neither is the terribly concrete presence of 
the hated other shown to us with the force which one might have 
expected from the author of U£tre et le Mant. This, on second 
thoughts, is not surprising either. If we are to be either touched 
or terrified there must be that concrete realisation of what 
George Eliot called ‘an equivalent centre of self from which the 
shadows fall with a difference’—and this I have suggested Sartre 
does not give us in the novels. The grasp which his characters 
have of each other seems flimsy if we compare it with the joyful 
and terrible apprehension of each other of, for instance, Anna 
Karenina and Vronsky—or with the relations of Dorothea and 
Gasaubon in Middlernarch, that brilliant study of being-for- 
others. In one place only do we feel that Sartre has entered 
deeply into the encounter which he portrays, and that is in the 
friendship between Brunet and Schneider. Only here, and with 
a momentary intensity verging on the sentimental, is there the 
flicker of a real T—Thou’. One may suspect that some thwarted 
political passion, connected perhaps with a disappointed love- 
hate of the Communist Party, lies behind the semi-sexual relation 
between these two characters. In any case, it is only a flicker; 
what we are U^ft with is the meanings in terms of the intellec tual 
concerns which rule Les Chernins, of the symbolically named and 
slain Vicarios. 

Sartre has commended moral seriousness in the writer. He 
would agree that the emphasis and configuration of a novel are 
decided by what the author really values. Wcj have seen that 
Sartre attaches no value to the intellectual’s lonely meditations, 
nor does he seem to attach much value to the muddled and IVus- 
trated eflbrts of human beings to understand each other. It re¬ 
mains possible that value lies in ‘social relations’—in something 
to do with politics. Here we sccun to be* closer to the mark. It is 
certainly clear that the central theme of Les Chemins is commun¬ 
ism. Yet how is this treated? Its presentation to us in Brunet’s 
first phase is very largely criticism. We acquire a respect for 
Brunet but not for his ideas. Nor is there any other ‘political’ 
character in the book (certainly not Gomez) whom we are en¬ 
couraged to regard as on the way to salvation. What is it then 
that Sartre considers valuable, what is the ‘truth’ to which he 
aspires, and which will give us the key to Les Chemins de la LibertP. 


V 

Value and the Desire to be God 

The answer is of course given in the title: what is valuable is 
freedom. But before we can see exactly what this means we 
must turn to a brief consideration of Sartre’s philosophy. Sartre is 
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a traditional Cartesian philosopher in that an analysis of ‘con¬ 
sciousness’ is the central point of his philosophy. This analysis is 
presented in U£tre et le NSant and also, more picturesquely, in 
La Naush, Sartre is also Cartesian in his insistence on ‘the supre¬ 
macy of the cogito*; that is, he relies finally upon the direct deliver¬ 
ance of a consciousiKiss wherein there can be no more than what 
appears. But Sartre is un-Cartesian in that he docs not want to 
conceive consciousness as a single unitary process of intellection 
or awareness which is radically separated from physical activity. 
On the other hand, he is not prepared to go as far as certain 
British empiricists in the direction of identifying mind or intelli¬ 
gence with its obs(‘rvable concomitants. His interests are psycho¬ 
logical rather than semantic. He is concerned with the actual 
varying quality ol‘ our awareness of things and people, rather 
than with the question of how, in spite of these variations, we 
manage to communicate determinate meanings; he is concerned 
with a study of the phenomena of awareness, and not with the 
delineation of concepts. 

Sartre pictures consciousness by means of two contrasts. The 
first is the contrast between the flickering, unstable, semi-trans¬ 
parent moment-to-moment ‘being’ of the consciousness, the 
shifting way in which it conceives objects and itself—and the 
solid, opaque, inert ‘in-themselvesness’ of which simply are 

what they arc. The consciousness, however, is not constantly 
in a state of translucent or empty self-awareness (we are not 
always reflecting); usually we are unrefleclivcly engaged in 
grasping the world as a reality which is coloured by our emotions 
or intentions. Alternatively, we may be aware of ourselves, not 
as transparent to our own reflective gaze, but as solidified and 
judged by the gaze of another. In these ways the consciousness 
moves from a state of open self-awareness toward a more opaque 
and Ihing-like condition; only since the consciousness is not a 
thing, but however absorbed or fascinated retains a certain self 
awareness, or flexibility, or tendency to flicker, it is more appro¬ 
priate to picture it as a gluey or paste-like substance which may 
become more or less solidified—and which retains something of 
its heavy inert sticky nature even in reflective moments. (Intro¬ 
spection is not the focusing of a beam upon something determi¬ 
nate.) ‘Glueyness’ {le visqueux) is for Sartre the image of con¬ 
sciousness; and fascinates us for that reason. It is in terms of a 
solidification, or closing of the texture, that Sartre pictures in¬ 
sincerity or bad faith (mauvaise foi): the more or less conscious 
refusal to reflect, the immersion in the unreflectively coloured 
awareness of the world, the persistence in an emotional judg¬ 
ment, or the willingness to inhabit cosily some other person’s 
estimate of oneself. It is in terms of a dispersion of this gluey 
inertness that Sartre pictures freedom; ‘freedom’ is the mobility 
of the consciousness, that is our ability to reflect, to dispel an 
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emotional condition, to withdraw from absorption in the world, 
to set things at a distance. 

The other contrast which Sartre uses is that between the 
flickcry discontinuous instability of consciousness (we are moody, 
lacking in concentration, the ‘depth’ or ‘richness’ of our appre¬ 
hension of our surroundings varies, we cannot hold an object 
steady for long in our attention, however intense or delighted) 
and a condition of perfect stability and completion toward which 
it aspires. This notion of the consciousness as an emptiness poised 
between two totalities we have already met with in La Nausde: 
as soon as Rocfuenlin has ‘seen through’ the thin categories of 
words, and classes, and social labels, he feels himself immersed 
in the ‘glue’ of nameless ‘thingincss’, and his own thoughts seem 
as shapeless as the rest; yet her still aspires to the realm of circles 
and melodies. This aspiration Sartre describes in VRtre et le 
NSant in these terms when he speaks of suffering. ‘We suffer, and 
we suffer from not suffering enough. The suffering of which we 
speak is never quite the same as that which we feel. What we call 
“true” or “real” or “proper” suffering, suffering which moves 
us, is what we read on the faces of others, or better still in jjor- 
traits, on the face of a statue, on a tragic mavsk. That is a suffer¬ 
ing which has being'" (p. 135). The translucence of our own .suff er¬ 
ing seems to spoil its depth. It is a suffering which we have to 
‘make’— and so we feel it to be a sort of sham. ‘It speaks incess¬ 
antly because it is insufEcient, but its ideal is silence. The silence 
of the statue, of the stricken man who bows his head and covers 
his face without a word’ (p. 136). We wish our experience to be¬ 
come full, steady, and complete, without losing its self-aware 
transparency: the expressive immobility of the statue, the time¬ 
less motion of the melody, are images of this steadiness. Con¬ 
sciousness is rupture, it is able to spring out of unreflective thing- 
likc conditions—but it is also projet, it aspires toward a wholeness 
which forever haunts its partial state. 

Sartre then goes on (in the passages that follow those quoted 
above) rather unexpectedly to say this: we arc now able to 
determine more precisely what the Being of the self is—it is 
value {la valeur). Value is something but it is not some thing. 
It has the double character of being unconditionally and yet of 
not being. It is not to be identified with any actual real quality 
or state of affairs; if it is, ‘the contingency of being kills the 
value’. This much is familiar ground: compare G. E. Moore’s 
insistence that value is ‘non-natural’; Wittgenstein’s: ‘it must 
lie outside all happening and being so. For all happening and 
being so is accidental’ {Tractatus 6.41.). What is harder to 
understand is that Sartre seems to be identifying value with that 
stable lived totality for which the consciousness is nostalgic. 
‘The supreme value toward which consciousness, by its very 
nature, is constantly transcending itself is the absolute being of 
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the self, with its qualities of identity, purity, permanence’ (p. 137). 

The sense of this appears to be that to value something is to 
seek through it to achieve a certain stabilising of one’s own being. 
No absorption in contingent things can ofler this stability nor 
can it be found in the shiftings of a reflective self-consciousness. 
That which is sought (valued) is the firmness of thinglike being 
(etre-en-soi), combined with the transparency of consciousness 
l^tre-pour-soi): a state of complete lucidity and complete change¬ 
lessness. But this combination is patently unattainable. The self 
which is excluded by the opaque absurdity of matter on one side, 
falls short on the other of this magnetic totality, which is unat¬ 
tainable because it is self-contradictory. Such a condition, that 
of being en-soi-poiir-soi^ Sartre later says (p. 653) is the condition 
of being God: it is not a possible human condition. A sense of 
value then is a sense of lack, the lack of a certain completeness; 
and the reflective consciousness which reveals to us this lack 
(under the eye of which what we are shrivels, as it were, to no¬ 
thing) is proj^erly called a moral consciousness. 

‘Man is the being who aspires to be God’, Sartre writes, 
(p. bf>3); and at the close of L'^tre ei le Meant he embroiders rhe¬ 
torically upon this theme. I'he passion of man is the opposite 
of that of Ghrist. Man is to lose himself as man in order that God 
shall be born; that is, man naturally aspires away from his un¬ 
satisfying liuman condition tow^ard a state of conscious complete¬ 
ness. But since the idea of God is a contradiction the loss is vain. 
Uhomme est line passion inutile. I’o understand this is to rid our¬ 
selves of the bad faith of the esprit de sirieux. If we imagine that 
‘the valuable’ is a property of the world, or that our tasks are 
‘written in the sky’ we are doomed to failure and despair. From 
this point of view, revient-il au m^rne de s^enivrer soUtairernent ou de 
conduire les pcuples (it’s all the same whether we get drunk by 
ourselves or lead the people) (p. 721). If all human activity is 
simply one form or another of a fruitless attempt to be ens causa 
sui then it matters very little which form we adopt. 

Sartre hesitates, however, to end his book unambiguously 
upon this note of stoical defiance. He has described to us how we 
free ourselves from urirellectivc sluggishness, aspire through the 
medium of our various human activities toward a secure con¬ 
dition of pure identity—and, inevitably, fail and fall back per¬ 
haps into a state of self-deception, masking our essential finitude 
by an unrcflectivc identification of the valuable with some con¬ 
tingent thing. But what if we realise our error? What if we 
realise that value is a function of the movement or yearning of 
our consciousness? What if we trace everywhere, as Sartre does, 
the same pattern of frustrated endeavour? Is man condemned 
to the same fruitless pursuit, even in his very realisation of its 
fruitlessness? Is the discovery that all activity is the vain attempt 
to be God itself a form of this activity? Or can freedom, by its 
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very transparency, put an end to ‘the reign of value’? Can the 
self-aware unillusioncd consciousness take itself as a value, or 
must the valuable be always the transcendent something by 
which it is haunted? These interesting questions, Sartre tells us, 
will be answered ‘in our next’. This work (a work on ethics) has 
not yet, as I write, appe ared. But Sartre gives, as we shall see, 
what is in effect an answer to his own questions in his pronounce¬ 
ments on literature and politics. 


VI 

Metaphysical Theory and Political Practice 

It seemed from Vfltre et le Neant that what Sartre meant by 
‘freedom’ was the reflective, imaginative power of the mind, its 
mobility, its negating of the ‘giv(‘n’, its capacity to rise out of 
muddy unreflectivc states, its tendency to return to an awareness 
of itself. For this sense of freedom, needless to say, stone walls 
make no prison; w(! are potentially free so long as we are con¬ 
scious. It seemed, too, that what Sartre meant by ‘valu(?’ was a 
notion of completcincss which haunted the free consciousness and 
toward w'hicli it vainly aspired. This aspiration would, of course, 
take the form of some particular human project (g(‘tting drunk 
by oneself or leading the people). What Sartre is trying to ana¬ 
lyse for us is the structure of all human consciousness and human 
endeavour. It might very appropriately take the form of the 
creation or enjoyment of a work of art. 

The reflective consciousness thought of as ‘imagining’ still 
runs the danger of falling into bad faith, that is of losing its ten.se 
mobility and degenerating into a ‘gluey’ unreflective condition. 
Imagination may be seen as a ‘break’ with the given world, which 
then continues into an imaginative state whicli has more or less 
of a self-prolonging inertia. 'Fhis inertia may lead to a further 
empdtement or ‘fall’ of the consciousness into unn'flective slug¬ 
gishness. This move might correspond, presumably, to a change 
from tense creative imagining to vague day-dreaming. Sartre de¬ 
scribes imagination as a spontaneiti envoutee. Aesthetic enjoyment 
then seems readily to connect with both the mobile c^r ‘free’ as¬ 
pect of the consciousness and with its perilous aspiration toward 
the ‘valuable’. 

The goal of art, Sartre writes in What is Literature? (p. 41) is 
‘to recover this world by giving it to be seen as it is, but as if it 
had its source in human freedom.’ The work of art, depending 
as it does upon the reader or spectator for its existence, is an 
appeal, a demand. The reader too must be the creator of the 
novel; his continuing to read it ‘properly’, that is to enter into it 
seriously, to ‘lend’ it his emotions and so on, involves him in a 
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sustained act of faith in the work itself. The imagination must be 
enchanted, but, I think Sartre would agree, not too enchanted. 
An excessive detachment or suspicion will fail to create the work 
at all; an excessive self-forgetfulness will break down its objective 
contours and blend it with private fantasy and dream. In the 
latter case novel-reading becomes a drug. (It is characteristic 
of the art of the cinema to encourage, by its very form, this ex¬ 
treme of self-forgetting.) Our delight in a work of art is our sense 
of the imaginative activity involved in creating it and maintain¬ 
ing it, as it were, just at the right distance from ourselves. The 
novel is, in this sense, ‘a task set to freedom’. The seeing of the 
world as if it originated in human freedom docs not mean of 
course any remoulding of it closer to the heart’s desire, for wc 
still see it ‘as it is’. But in the formal ‘necessity’ of the artist’s vi¬ 
sion, and of ours when we sec with his eyes, we get a taste of the 
Godlike power of intellectual intuition. Aesthetic joy involves 
‘an image-making consciousness of the world in its totality both as 
being and having to be’ {What is Literature? p. 43). Thus far 
what Sartre is saying would seem to be a restatement in his own 
terminology of a piece of traditional post-Kantian aesthetics. 
Aesthetic enjoyment is an active reflective awareness which 
seeks to apprehend through the material presented to it some 
autonomous totality of experience in whose internally related 
completeness it may achieve the repose of a perfect equilibrium. 
This movement, which so clearly follows the form which Sartre 
attributes to all human striving, cannot however (if wc are to 
credit VEtre et le JV?ant) afford any lasting satisfaction. 

‘The real is never beautiful’, Sartre wrote in Ulmaginaire 
(p. 254). ‘Beauty is a v^aluc which can apply only to the imagi¬ 
nary and whose essential structure involves the nullification {n^- 
antisalion) of the world. This is why it is foolish to confuse ethics 
and aesthetics. Tiie values of the Good presuppose being-in-thc- 
world, they arc concerned with behaviour in real contexts and 
are subject from the start to the essential absurdity of existence.’ 
Yet it would seem that in What is Literature? what Sartre is finally 
concerned with is precisely behaviour in real contexts. He is 
connecting the value of prose literature with its proper function 
and appearing to deduce the latter from the metaphysical view 
of consciousness outlined above. Since describing or naming is 
revelation, the writer can never be a neutral observer. Is there 
perhaps something in the nature of his calling which indicates 
how he should describe the world? Sartre thinks that there is. 
Since the novel is an appeal to freedom, since it presupposes as 
reader a free man, there would be a sort of contradiction involved 
in using the novel to advocate enslavement. ‘The writer, a free 
man addressing free men, has only one subject—freedom.* 

The good novelist then, the one who is not the dupe of his 
subject-matter, who has transformed his emotions into free emo- 
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tions, cannot but in the process of this discipline have learnt 
the importance and value of freedom. For him, ‘to show the 
world is to disclose it in the perspectives of a possible change’. 
His reader, moreover, in responding to the writer’s demand, 
‘strips himself in some way of his empirical personal ity and escapes 
from his resentments, his fears, and his lusts in order to put 
himself at the peak of his freedom. This freedom takes the liter¬ 
ary work and, through it, mankind, for absolute ends’ (p. 200). 
In this way the reader joins hirmclf to a sort of Kingdom of Ends 
wherein the good wills of all his fellow readers are united. In his 
response to the writer he is exercising, with a peculiar purity, a 
kind of respect for the free play of human personality, he is rising 
to an ability to respond unselfishly to the vision of the writer 
which in so far as it is a ‘free’ vision, not ruled by private passion 
or fantasy, both constitutes good art and commands an absolute 
moral respect. 

This respect for freedom, this taking of mankind as an absolute 
end, cannot however remain within the bounds demanded for the 
appreciation of a work of literature. 'Fhis fire, once kindled, will 
spread itself. The good will asks to be historicised. Who wills the 
Kingdom of Ends is not far from willing the open society. Both 
writer and reader cannot consistently enjoy the free creative 
activity of the making and appreciating of literature, and yet 
consent that this shall take place in a society which is in other 
respects ruled by blind passion, prejudice or other arbitrary 
confinements of the spirit. It is an inevitable part of the task of 
the novelist, not only to exemplify this liberating creativity of 
art, but (since he cannot, from th(i nature of his subject-matter, 
avoid commenting on society) to advocate a community of free 
beings. This he will in fact do, with more or less self-conscious- 
ne.ss, if he is writing well. A part of his public* consumes its good 
will in personal relationships, while another part is simply con¬ 
cerned to better its material lot. The novelist will teach to both 
the connexion between the pure liberating pleasures of the spirit, 
and the protection and promotion of a certain disposition of 
society. (See What is Literature? pp. 204-205.) 

This is a rather breath-taking argument. That the novel com¬ 
ments on society is on the whole true. It is also easy to see why 
prose literature in general and the novel in particular are most 
suited to ‘commitment’ {engagement), the transforming of the ap¬ 
peal to ‘freedom’ which is made by all art into a more specific 
kind of social recommendation. What is surprising, particularly 
after the introduction to Sartre’s thought afl'orded by URtre et le 
NSant, is this. By ‘value’, Sartre appeared to mean a vain aspir¬ 
ation toward a state of personal equilibrium, of w hich art might 
indeed be one form, while solitary inebriation might be another. 
From the point of view of V£tre et le Meant, any art (‘good’ or 
‘bad’) might give form to this aspiration. In La Mausie Roquentin 
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receives the idea of the perfection he craves from an indifferent 
piece of music. In What is Literature?^ however, a certain dis¬ 
crimination has been made. The writer who has purged him¬ 
self of narrowing personal lusts and fantasies, who has ‘converted 
his emotions into free (^motions’, is singled out as having 
achieved a value which is denied to one who has eschewed this 
discipline. This purging is clearly regarded by Sartre as being 
somehow proper to the human spirit, morally valuable, and also 
productive oii good art. Both the moral and the aesthetic value 
here in question seem to be ‘values’ in something much closer 
to the ordinary sense of that word than to the use it receives in 
L'Etre et le Jsf^ant; and the ‘freedom’ which Sartre still speaks of 
as being the characteristic Man of the c onsciousness is no longer 
a fruitk^ss drive toward stability which anything might appear to 
satisfy, but a particular disciplined activity which is contrasted 
with oth(ir less admirable ones. 

A clue to the change which has taken place is given by Sartre’s 
use of the term ‘Kingdom of Ends’. V£tre et le jVeant claimed to 
be a work of a descriptive type. ‘Phenomenological ontology’ was 
what Sartre said that it was, and not ‘metaphysics’. Sartre ex¬ 
pressly denied, that is, that he was offering a metaphysical theo¬ 
ry of human nature in that book. The content of human endeavour 
was, from the point of view of V£tre et le Niant, personal and 
accidental. The model presented was of the form or structure of 
that endeavour, and it went beyond ‘the facts’ of‘ human be¬ 
haviour in a way comparable to that in which the Freudian myth- 
ology goes beyond the facts. The concc'pts of Hre-en-soi^ itre-pour^ 
autrui^ and the rest may be thought of as playing a hypothetical 
explanatory role similar to that played by Freud’s egos, ids, and 
censors: equally illuminating and equally in danger of misleading 
their author if not carefully handled. 

VVe now find Sartre using the notion of a kingdom of harmo¬ 
nising ends wherein human wills are to be unitcxl. That human 
ends in fact harmonise is clearly empirically false. This notion 
has no descriptive role. It is apparently being used by Sartre in 
a way similar to the way it was used by Kant, as a regulative 
idea. Sartre seems now to be saying that if we make a proper 
exercise of our freedom, which will involve our taking mankind 
as an absolute end, we shall tend toward a harmony in willing. 
In Sartre’s popular pamphlet UExistentialisrne est un Humanisme 
we find the same notion put forward even more simply and 
boldly and used as a political weapon. In this work Sartre pre¬ 
sents in dramatic and polemical form his view of the ‘non-exist¬ 
ence’ of value prior to action. There is no essence or nature of 
Man (in an Aristotelian or any other sense) to act as a given ob¬ 
jective ideal. I create value by my choices—as I might create a 
work of art—^according to no pre-existing model. This means, 
Sartre adds, that I am responsible for the image of man in general 



which my behaviour suggests. ‘I am responsible for myself and 
for everyone, and I create a certain image of man which I choose; 
in choosing myself 1 choose man.’ Further, once it is dear to 
me that freedom is the basis of all value I cannot but will free¬ 
dom, in some concrete manifestation or other, as a desirable end. 
(This Sartre frankly offers as ‘a moral judgment’, p. 82 . He hesi¬ 
tates to say though that I ought to will freedom; he says that if I 
understand the situation I ‘can only’ will it.) ‘The ultimate 
meaning of the actions of men of good faith is the pursuit of 
freedom as such. . . I cannot take my own freedom as an end 
without also taking the freedom of others as an end.’ 

It seems a long way from the heroic solipsism of U£tre et le 
N^ant to this Kantian argument with its implicit social conclu¬ 
sions. Sartre now appears to be deducing from his view of human 
consciousness that a particular condition of society is the most 
natural and proper one for creatures so framed. Sartre is of 
course not the first to deduce political imperatives from the 
nature of man. Kant and Rousseau, whom he here closely follows, 
connected the notion of freedom as the characteristic of con¬ 
sciousness with the nature of the ideal society. There is however 
a certain obscurity, or even lack of frankness, in the way Sartre 
has moved on from description to recommendation. Sartre con¬ 
nects in an equation freedom as a g<meral attribute! of conscious¬ 
ness, freedom as the openness of our response to a work of 
art, and freedom in the sense! it has acquired in the politics of 
contemporary social democracy. He is able to make this ex¬ 
plosive juxtaposition with the help of the Kingdom of Ends 
concept, and by means of’ a stupefying ambiguity in the use of 
the word ‘freedom’. 

‘Freedom’ in the sense in which Sartre originally defined it is 
the character of any human awareness of anything: its tendency 
to ‘flicker’, to shift toward a reflective state; its lack of equilib¬ 
rium. Sartre speaks of it in V£tre et le Neant as if it were a sort 
of scar in the wholeness of the consciousness; a sort of fault in the 
universe. It is a niant. The second sense of‘freedom’ is one which 
would need to be defined much more closely than Sartre defines 
it in What is Literature?, but which in any case is not the same as 
the first since it is not a characteristic of any consciousness. It 
seems more like a sort of spiritual discipline; it is a purging of the 
emotions, a setting aside of selfish considerations, a respect for the 
autonomy of another’s (the writer’s) creative power, which 
leads on to a respect for the autonomy of all other men (the 
‘taking of mankind as an absolute end’). To be ‘at the peak of 
one’s freedom* is cleaily, as Sartre uses the phrase, both difficult 
and morally admirable. This sense of ‘freedom* seems closely 
allied to the rational will of Kant and Rousseau. That Sartre 
hesitates between thinking of freedom as a fever and as a disci¬ 
pline is already apparent in the novels if we look more closely. 
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In La NausSe freedom is both the absurd emptiness or quaking 
gelatinous t('xture which Roquentin apprehends in his own 
consciousness —aiid the reflective power which enables him to sec 
through the pretensions of the salauds. It is both the instability of 
the momentary consciousness and the disciplined avoidance 
of the settled illusion. And in Les Chernins, when Mathieu is 
thinking about Marcelle, his ‘freedom’, which bids him desert 
her, seems to him ‘like a crime, like a grace’—like random blun¬ 
dering, like spiritual liberation. 

‘Freedom’ in the third sense is that which it is self-contradic¬ 
tory for a wriier to traduce, that which I must effectively will 
for others as well as myself if I am exercising my consciousness 
as a human being ‘properly’. This freedom is an ideal state of 
society, the willing of which imposes practical commands of an 
anti-totalitarian nature upon its adherents. In this sense (the 
sense particularly in which it is used in VExistentialisme est un 
Humanisme), the word readily picks up the flavour of that vague 
but powerful liberie in the name of which we fought fascism. It 
becomes a weapon to use against the soul-destroying ossifications 
of both capitalism and communism. Freedom in the first sense 
can easily be shown to be the characteristic excellence of human 
awareness. This sense is connected with sense two by the dual 
meaning of ‘reflexion’ as a destructive reflexive flicker and as a 
disciplinexl restraint. Sense two then merges, with the help of 
the Kingdom of Ends concept, into sense three, and the conclu¬ 
sion is that human nature demands a modified form of socialism. 


VII 

The Romance of Rat ionalism 

It is no superficial or perverstr dilemma into which this thinker 
has got himself. As a European socialist intellectual wdth an acute 
sense of the needs of his time Sartre wishes to affirm the precious¬ 
ness of the individual and the possibility of a society which is free 
and democratic in the traditional liberal sense of these terms. 
I’his affirmation is his most profound concern and the key to all 
his thought. As a philosopher however he finds himself without 
the materials to construct a system which will hold and justify 
these values; Sartre believes neither in God nor in Nature nor in 
History. What he does believe in is Reason; and this is what chiefly 
differentiates him from the positivist, whose dislike of traditional 
speculative metaphysics is equally vehement. 

Sartre finds traditional bonds inert and entangling; what 
appears to Gabriel Marcel as a rich substantial connexion with 
a fruitful and living tissue is for Sartre a fall into insincerity, 
inertia and unreason. The undivided nature which haunts him is 
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not the totality of the perfectly unreflectivc, but the totality of 
the perfectly reflective, the spiritual tabula rasa. Sartn^ is a ration¬ 
alist; for him the supn^me virtue is reflective self-awareness. 
Yet this very quality of his respect for Reason sets him apart too 
from the rationalism of the Marxist. Sartre prizes sincerity, the 
ability to see through shams, both social shams and the devices 
of one’s own heart. He prizes Reason in itself, as a manifestation 
ofthe spirit, rather than prizing it as a means to an end. Wliereas 
the Marxist, who can see the world as a set of practical problems 
to which he knows the answer, attends naturally to the activity 
of solving the problems and not to the pndiminarics of private 
reflexion. The rationalism of Sartre is not geared on to the tech¬ 
niques ofthe modern world; it is solipsistic and romantic, isolated 
from the sphen; of real operations. He shares witli think(‘rs such 
as Michael Oakeshott and Marcel their distrust of‘the scientist’. 
In the argument app(‘nded to DExistentialisme esl un llumanisme 
the communist Navi He accuses Sartnt of having wi mt^pris des 
choses (contempt for things); and adds that existentialists ‘do 
not believe in causality’. The Marxist can b(' a confident utilit¬ 
arian because he has both a clear idea of human good and an 
understanding of the mechanism of social eaust* and effect. Sartre 
lacks both. His Reason is not practical and scientific, but pliilo- 
sophical. His Evil is not human misery or th(! social conditions, 
or even the bad will, which may produce it, but the unintelligi¬ 
bility of our finite condition. ‘The artist has always had a special 
understanding of Evil, which is not the temporary and remedi¬ 
able isolation of an idea, but the ineducibility of man and the 
world of Thought’ {What is Literature? p. 86). 

What Sartre does understand, th(‘ reality which he has before 
him and which he so profoundly and brilliantly characterises in 
U£tre et le N^ant, is the psychology of the lonely individual. Be¬ 
hind this personage lies neither the steady pattern of a divine pur¬ 
pose, nor the reliable constellations of Newtonian physics, nor 
the dialectical surge of work and struggle. The universe U£tre 
et le N^ant is solipsistic. Other people enter it, one at a time, as 
the petrifying gaze of the Medusa, or at best as tlu* imperfectly 
understood adversary in the fruitless conflict of love. What deter¬ 
mines the form of this egocentric and nonsocial world arc the 
movements of love and hate, project and withdrawal, embarrass¬ 
ment and domination, brooding and violence, fascination and 
awakening, by which the individual ‘takes’ his life. There is no 
reason why the personage portrayed in UEtre et le Meant should 
prefer one thing to another or do this rather than that -unless 
perhaps it were to avoid the discomfort of, say, being observed, 
or pursuing some peculiarly fruitless end. "I'hc analyses offered 
in VEtre et le Mdant may increase self-knowledge, lead to a starting 
point—but not indicate a road. There is indeed a certain value 
which is implied by these studies which is not the value that is 
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analysed. That is the value of the liberated clairvoyant disillu¬ 
sioned awareness of the truth. This is the ‘freedom’ of a personal 
liberation from insincerity and illusion, and might be the virtue 
of a life devoted to purely private ends. 

When we turn to the novels we find the same spectacle of a 
struggle tow^ard sincerity and reflexion which can bear no prac¬ 
tical fruits, ‘ rhe reflective consciousness is the moral conscious¬ 
ness’, Sartre* said, because it is the revealer of incompleteness and 
so of the vision of‘value’, the whole whose shadow defines a lack. 
Yet the reflective consciousness of Sartre’s fictional characters is 
empty and their reflexion merely denuding. Sartre’s individual 
is neither the socially integrated hero of Marxism nor the full- 
blooded romantic hero who believes in th(* reality and impor¬ 
tance of his personal struggle. For Sartre the ‘T is always unreal. 
The real individual is Ivich, opaque, sinister, unintelligible and 
irreducibly other; seen always from outside. Real personal com¬ 
munication is the communication Ivich has with Boris, the na¬ 
ture of which remains impenetrably obscure both to Mathieu 
and to his author. (Ivich and Boris always fall silent when they 
see Mathieu approaching.) The simple virtues of human inter¬ 
course become forms of insincerity. Only reflexion and freedom 
are desired as ends and yet these turn out to be without content. 
What the aspiring spirit achieves is an empty babbling; what it 
desires is complete stillness. ‘Its ideal is silence.’ The individual 
seen from without is a menace, and seen from within is a void. 
Yet there is a further assertion which Sartre is making in Les Cke- 
mins; a passionate ‘nevertheless’. We find this in the Schneider 
episode, brief, obscun* and heavily charged with emotion. 

George Lukacs praises Simone de Beauvoir for seeing that in 
this age there is only one moral problem: what to do about 
Communism. (Her two philosophical essays, Pyrrhus et Cin^as 
and Pour une Morale dc VAmbiguity deal largely with problems 
of political belief and action.) This is the problem which obsesses 
Sartre also; and it is his guilt-stricken obsession with this either/or 
which seems lo daze his ethical sensibility in other respects and 
permits him to treat personal relations at the level of the psycho¬ 
logical casebook. Under the pressure of this enormous choice 
ordinary moral distinctions lose their interest. In Simone de 
Beauvoir’s writings the distress receives a kind of answer. The 
hero of Le Sang des Autres painfully discovers his moral involve¬ 
ment with other people; his lightest move, his very existence, 
bruises another, in love and politics alike. He leaps from sim¬ 
plicity to a state of metaphysical neurosis where it seems to him 
impossible to draw any limit to his responsibility. But later he 
discovers that the ‘solution’ lies in the struggle for the society of 
free beings where a mutual respect for personality, for the claim 
of each to choose his own way, shall end our violences to each 
other or at least render them innocent. 
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Sartre is less naive and less optimistic about the possibility of 
our ever managing to be ‘as free as befon'’. The innocence which 
stands to Simone de Beauvoir as a serious ideal* appears in Les 
Chemins as Mathicu’s fleeting vision of the earthly paradise. The 
romantic answer emerges without social democratic trimmings, 
and is given in all its crudeness in the climax on tlie bell tower. 
Sartre dissociates himself from this piece of gratuitousness, but 
not with the conviction of one who clearly envisages another way, 
Seule la r^volte esl pure** is something which Sartre feels, but to 
which he does not deceive himself into imagining he can give 
the form of a practical programme. 

What Sartre does attempt to assert is the absolute value of 
the person and the moment, the individual in the moment; that 
all moments are equidistant from eternity. But he has to make 
this assertion without the support of any background faith, relig¬ 
ious or political. Simone de Beauvoir reduces the moral com¬ 
mandments, whether social or personal, to oru‘: respect freedom. 
Sartre, though he makes a th(‘oretical use of this ideal, does not 
give it flesh in Les Chemins. Here his def(‘nc:e of the moment 
appears naked and desperate and unavoidably ambivalent. The 
moment can wear the .secretive selfish face of Ivicli as well as the 
tragic face of Schneider. Its autonomy can be that of a non- 
rational egoistic will. At best it is the lonely unjustified individual 
who stands before the Grand Inquisitor; the scapegoat Vicarios, 
uncertain and shadowy, bitter and ineffectual, one of those who 
is but too conscious of having falltat out of History, and who is 
aware of this as an inevitable yet crushing moral failure. The 
value of the person is detected by Sartre, not in any patient study 
of the complexity of human relations, but simply in liis experi¬ 
ence of the pain of defeat and lo.ss. In cool moments the indivi¬ 
dual is mercilessly analysed; his preciousness is apprehended 
only in the emotional obscurity of a hopeless mourning. (‘No 
human victory can efface this absolute of suffering.’) It is as if 
only one certainty remained: that human beings are irreducibly 
valuable, without any notion of why or how' they arc valuable or 
how the value can be defended. 

‘If the Party is right I am more lonely than a madman. If the 
Party is wrong the world is done for.’ Sarlre does not think that 
the Party is right and does not want to think that the world is 
done for. His explicit intention is to make more real to us the 
possibility of a political middle way; to render us more conscious 
of our freedom to make a destiny that is other than the two 
crushing alternatives which appear to be offered; to emphasise 
the value of an innocent and vital individualism which is men- 

• Partly perhaps because she belongs to a race whose liberation can still be conceived 
as a proper task of Reason and one which is within its power. See her book Le Deuxiime 
Sexe. 

•* Simone de Beauvoir, Les Temps Afodemes, XVII, p. 857. 

53 



aced from both sides. Yet as a theoretician of the third way 
Sartre has nothing more positive to cling to than this last frag¬ 
ment of faith in the preciousness of the human person, stripped 
at last of its traditional metaphysical ramifications. On the one 
hand lies the empty reflexion of a reason which has lost faith in 
its own power to find objective truth, which knows its idea of 
an unprecarious liberty to be contradictory, and which finds 
human suffering a scandal and a mystery. On the other lies the 
dead world of things and conventions, covering up the mute 
senselessness of the irrational, where the other person is a Medusa 
and the only escape is in ‘going away’ or in ‘losing oneself’. (For 
Roquentin, both social conventions and linguistic conventions 
arc there, like th(‘ green surface of the sea, to cheat us.) The 
empty consciousness flickers like a vain fire between the inert 
p(‘trifying reality which threatens to engulf it and the im¬ 
possible totality of a stabilised freedom. There is total freedom 
or total immersion, empty reflexion or silence. 

The deadening civilizations of capitalism and communism 
are alike rtji cted and the perfect society where complete stability 
combines with complete individual awareness, social security 
with civil liberty, seems less and less possible. So when one is 
caught betwec.-n the intolerable and the impossible nothing is 
justified except a state of rebellion, howevt^r vain. When in in¬ 
superable practical difficulties a sense of‘all or nothing’ is what 
consoles. Sartn*, who rejects the comfort of the appeal to tradition 
and unreason, seems to take refuge instead in a deliberately un¬ 
practical ideal of rationality. The solipsistic 7 )sychology of re¬ 
flexion mirrors what Lukacs (in almost the same words as Oake- 
shott uses to describe the Marxists) has called the politics of 
adolescence*. According to this critic, Western man is indeed vis-d- 
vis de rien \ he desires nothing but freedom, yet freedom is an empty 
ideal. The general impression of Sartre’s work is certainly that of 
a powerful but abstract model of a hopeless dilemma, coloured 
by a surreptitious romanticism which embraces the hopelessness. 

It is patent that what many readers of Sartre find in his 
writings is a portrait of themselves. A likeness is always pleasing, 
even if one is not handsome; and to be told that one’s personal 
despair is a universal human characteristic may be consoling. 
But this is not to say that what we arc offered here is nothing but 
an irresponsible caricature of a modern mood. Sartre’s great neg¬ 
atives are not the negatives of cynicism, but of an obstinate and 
denuded belief, which clings to certain values even at the expense 
of seeming to make them empty. The Marxists revile Sartre 
because he describes man as a fundamentally non-social, non- 
historical individual. But what Sartre wishes to assert is precisely 
that the individual has an absolute importance and is not to be 

* George Lukacs, Existentialisme ou Marxisme?, p. 196. 
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swallowed up in a historical calculation. Sartre’s man is depicted 
in the moment-to-moment flux of his thoughts and moods, where 
no consistent pattern cither of purposeful activity or of social 
condition can easily be discerned; at this level freedom seems 
indeed like randomness, the freedom of indifference. 

Sartre wishes at all costs to withdraw his man to a point at 
which he is independent of what seems to him the inhuman de¬ 
terminism of the modern world, the realm of the economist and 
the sociologist—even if it means depicting him as an empty shell. 
‘W(! stand for an ethics and art of the finite’, Sartre wrote in 
What is Literature? Yet because Sartre cannot rid himself of the 
absolute aspiration, the desire for certainty and completion 
which he presents as an eternal characteristic of man, he wishes 
nevertheless to create a total picture of the broken totality, to 
describe man’s limit from a point beyond that limit. And be¬ 
cause he finds nothing that he values in either of the alternative 
civilisations which confront him he makes his picture as empty 
and abstract as possible. He asserts simply the absolute nature 
of the individual evtm if he is without hopc^ and the sacredness 
of reason even if it is fruitless. 

Sartre’s play on the word ‘freedom’ may be a flagrant case of 
‘persuasive definition’; but it is also a symptom of a dilemma in 
which we are all involved. For many reasons, the chief of which 
is that science has altered our societies and our key concepts 
with a dreadful speed, it seems now impossible for us either to 
live unreflectively or to express a view of what we are in any sys¬ 
tematic terms which will satisfy the mind. We can no longer for¬ 
mulate a general truth about ourselves which shall encompass us 
like a house. 'Fhe only satisfied rationalists today are blinkered 
scientists or Marxists. But what we hold in common, whatever 
our solution, is a sense of a broken totality, a divided being. 
What we accuse each other of is ‘metaphysical dualisin’. All 
modern philosophies arc philosophies of the third way. 


VIII 

Picturing Consciousness 

I have considered Sartre’s theories in the light of his practical 
interests. Now I shall look at them simply as ‘philosophy’ in the 
traditional sense. To consider them only in the latter way would 
be misleading; Sartre’s political passions mark all his work and 
are responsible for inconsistencies which would be incompre¬ 
hensible to someone viewing him as an academic philosopher. 
But to consider his work too exclusively in a political light is to 
risk underestimating his qualities as a thinker. He is at his most 
original (philosophically) when he is at his least persuasive. 
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If we think naively about sense perception we can imagine it 
as the taking of a series of snapshots. Such a thought lies behind 
the ‘magic lantern’ view of consciousness held by Locke*, Ber¬ 
keley and Hume. Percepts are one kind of snap, and emotions, 
or thoughts of absent things, are other kinds. Kant and Hegel 
upset this notion by introducing problems about the meaning of 
the ideas, and about how the observer might be shaping or alter¬ 
ing them. Subject and object sprang together. Later idealists such 
as Husserl still tried to speak of objects of consciousness as if they 
were identifiable pictures passing before the mind; and PYeud 
occasionally uses this sort of language too. The metaphysical 
problems suggested by such a view have been under considera¬ 
tion for a long time; more recently an empirical objection was 
framed. We do not in fact experience any such thing. Sartre, 
with his Cartesian starting point, brooding over the moment-to- 
moment deliverances of consciousness, is impressed by this. La 
Naush is at pains to portray the indeterminate and nebulous 
character of many of our ‘states of consciousness’. For this, the 
magic lantern is not a good image. Sartre is not an adherent, 
either, of the cognate view of consciousness as what Professor 
Ryle has called ‘the ghost in the machine’. As he does not think 
of awareness as a clear rational stream of ideas, he does not think 
of it as a stream in parallel to our actions. 

What are the memorable examples used in U£tre et le NSant? 
The gambler whose resolutions melt near the gaming table, the 
woman who prolongs her indecision by leaving her hand inertly 
in the grasp of her admirer, the watcher at the keyhole who sud¬ 
denly realises that he himself is watched, the stroller in the park 
whose solitary scene is transformed by the arrival of another ob¬ 
server. Sartre remains interested in the deliverances of con¬ 
sciousness because of the role which our attempted conceptual- 
isings of ourselves play in relation to our conduct; and the feature 
of our awareness which for Ryle marks the inner world as be¬ 
yond salvage is for Sartre its most important feature. Conscious¬ 
ness is ‘troubled’; we are not able to contemplate our states of 
consciousness, they are not thing-like. Conscious belief turns into 
unbelief**, our ‘characteristics’ exist for other people, but seem 
to vanish before our own gaze. Sartre is interested in man not so 
much as a ‘rational’ being but as a ‘reflective’ being: self-pictur- 
ing, self-deceiving, and acutely aware of the regard of others. 

How does Sartre set about describing our consciousness, or our 
‘being’? We have already encountered the recurrent image, in¬ 
carnated particularly in Roquentin and Daniel, of the conscious¬ 
ness (pour-soi) as a sort of uneasy void {niant) lying between a 
state of unrcflective solidification {en-soi) and an ideal but im- 

• Sec ibr instance I.ockc's Essay II, xiv, 9. 

** Sartre was of course not the first to be struck by these problems. Consider the char¬ 
acter of StavroRin in The Possessed. 
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possible condition of fully reflective self-contemplative stability 
(en-soi-pour-soi). I shall now try to give a clearer philosophical 
sense to this image. We may if we please picture the world 
‘realistically’ as an assembly of things with stable and determinate 
characteristics; and even the nebulous things therein offer them¬ 
selves as capable of being named and defined. This is not a com¬ 
plete picture, however, since we have still omitted the observer. 
As soon as we attend to him, we realise not only that his aware¬ 
ness of the things which he takes to be stable and determinate 
is not itself stable and determinate, and that he is also aware of 
‘things’, such as his own emotions, which do not at all lend 
themselves to being observed and specified; we also realise that, 
after all, the solid things of th(‘ world do not have their qualities 
unambiguously written upon them. It is the observer who draws 
lines and aflixes labels. An acute realisation of this is one way of 
beginning philosophy. It also puts one in immediate danger of 
going too far in the other direction. (The move from realism to 
idealism can be instantaneous: consider Berkeley.) 

Sartre says that he wishes to describe consciousness ‘not as 
the totality of the human world but as its instantaneous kernel* 
{V£lre et le Want, p. 111 ). He wishes to retain the truth which 
the idealists discovered when they thought of the observer as 
the source of meaning; and yet not to fall into their error of 
transforming the world into a set of meanings which are simply 
the correlatives of acts of attention. Their original mistake, Sar¬ 
tre holds, is to think of reflective awareness as a kind of know¬ 
ledge, and then to model all consciousness upon reflective con¬ 
sciousness. Sartre wishes to show ‘what the world is like’ by giving 
an account of ‘how we see the world’ which does not reduce our 
‘self-presence’ to a static self-reflexion, but portrays both the 
elusive nature of momentary awareness and the dramatic nature 
of our more extended views of ourselves. In doing so he is anx¬ 
ious to avoid equally the error (which he attributes to Heidegger) 
of describing the world in terms of modes of experience from 
which the element of reflective self-awareness is omitted and 
the error (which he would no doubt attribute to Ryle) of skirting 
behaviourism by neglecting the self-conceptualising and self- 
dramatising nature of the human mind. 

The Marxists were not the only ones to turn Hegel’s ‘rational’ 
dialectic into a ‘real’ dialectic. Kierkegaard did the same, but in 
a very different way. Developments which Hegel conceived as 
the rational evolving of one idea from another, a process having 
the objectivity and inevitability of a deduction, Kierkegaard 
pictured as real spiritual (or psychological) movements of a per¬ 
sonality from one phase (mood, or type of outlook) to another. 
These movements were subjective, reversible, and by no means 
inevitable. Sartre too thinks of consciousness as ‘dialectical’, but 
the dialectic consists of actual shifts of awareness from one con- 
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dition to another. Only whereas Kierkegaard’s ‘stages’ corres¬ 
pond to types of character or at least deep psychological phases 
in which a person might persist for long, Sartre is including also 
in his description the shifts which a consciousness may undergo 
from one moment to the next. These are real changes, experi¬ 
enced by the individual ; not metaphysical motions, transcenden- 
tally deduced, which ‘must be presumed’ to have taken place. 

The consciousness, according to Sartre, has three modes: un- 
reflcctive awareness, reflexion, and being for others. The con¬ 
sciousness itself‘is’nothing; it is a slope on which I cannot stay. 
I cannot examine and hold my awareness as I can examine and 
hold that which I am aware of. The consciousness in all its 
modes has a quality of inertia: that tendency to remain empdth or 
envCutie of which mention has been made before. We do not, at 
every moment, spring back into a reflective condition and ex¬ 
plicitly notice how it is that we are ‘taking’ our surroundings. 
At ‘ordinary’ times the possibility of reflecting simply does not 
occur to us—at other times (in certain emotional conditions for 
instance) it is envisaged but rejected. 

In an unreflective condition we are implicitly aware of our¬ 
selves. This implicit awarenc:ss Sartre calls conscience {de) soi, and 
sometimes he calls it ‘the prc-reflective cogito\ It is that on which 
the reflective awareness may at any moment turn back. It is the 
condition which classical philosophy has neglected in favour of 
the reflective cogito (or the ‘simple idea’, wliich represents the 
same starting point). What we are explicitly aware of at such 
times however is not ourselves being aware, nor even a particu¬ 
lar determinate mental datum as such—but the world provoking 
or inviting us in some particular way or charged with some par¬ 
ticular properties. 

This view of the world we may at any moment call into ques¬ 
tion. Such reflexion will usually take the form of a reshuffling of 
the pattern ‘out in the world’, without any very clear awareness 
of our own activities of ordering and estimating. Sometimes how¬ 
ever the doubt will bile us in such a way as to make us very 
much aware of ourselves as the source of a certain way of seeing 
things—in a case of moral doubt, for instance (‘am I distorting 
this situation?’) or amid the uneasiness induced by the sudden 
presence of an observer. Attention is now fixed, not on the world 
of tasks and provocations, but upon the mind which permits it¬ 
self to be provoked and apprenticed. Yet such a reflexion is not 
a steady contemplation of psychic data, since psychic data can¬ 
not be contemplated. Psychologists have only thought they could 
be because they seemed to be able to characterise states of mind 
in the recent past. (Compare Ryle again here, who agrees that 
intr ospection is really retrospection —The Concept of Mind, p. i66.) 
We are tempted, however, to create for ourselves at this point a 
spurious object: our character or nature, which we may imagine 
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to be causally related to our conduct. This is what Sartre calls 
la reflexion complice, or bad faith. The ‘reason’ in whose power of 
purifying reflexion he believes is not contemplative, is not a form 
of knowledge. From the more satisfying activitit*s of la reflexion 
complice arise not only my uncritical pictures of tJie inner forces 
that rule me, but also, Sartre would say (and again Ryle would 
agree, though he would put it differently), most of contemporary 
psychology, and much of traditional philosophy. The determin¬ 
ation to regard consciousness itself as a source of knowledge, illu¬ 
minating its own acts, leads easily to the creation of a suitable 
variety of mental objects, whose mode of existence su bsequently 
seems puzzling. Such contemplation is not what Sartre is ex¬ 
horting us to when he exhorts us to reflect; his reflexion purifiante 
is something more difficult and less satisfying. 

The temptation to think of our psychic life as a thing is of 
course inci eased by the fact that this is how other people think 
of it. Serious reflexion about one’s own character will often in¬ 
duce a curious sense of emptiness; and if one knows another per¬ 
son well, one may sometimes intuit a similar void in him. (This 
is one of the strange privileges of friendship.) But usually one 
views other people as compact finished products to whom labels 
(‘jealous’, ‘bad-tempered’, ‘shrewd’, ‘vivacious’) are attached on 
the strength of their conduct; and since the myth of‘the ghost in 
the machine’ is so de(;p in our language wc inevitably think of 
ihc! person as composed of psychic forces which issue in the per¬ 
formances that justify the names. (It is exclusively this aspect 
of our knowledge of mind which is dealt with in The Concept of 
Mind. The problems of motivation and self-knowledge whic h 
Ryle omits and Sartre discusses do not arise if we consider only 
the sort of knowledge involved in the everyday labelling of our 
acquaintances.) Our consciousness of how other people label us 
in this sort of way, and how they see us, is often very acute. This 
concern is our itre-pour-antrui of which Sartre has given so many 
brilliant analyses both in the novels and (more particularly) in 
U£.tre et le N^ant. To sec ourselves through the eyes of another is 
to sec ourselves suddenly fixed, opaque, complete; and we may 
well be tempted to accept such a valuation as our own, as a re¬ 
lief from the apparent emptiness of self-examination. On the 
other hand if we disown that which we apprehend the other as 
seeing, the experience may be distressing or maddening. 

It may now be; a little easier to see what sort of a middle way 
it is that Sartre is trying to take. Traditional metaphysical 
descriptions of the mind’s operations made it seem a strange 
unobservable entity, separated from our overt doings by a void 
in which ‘psychological experiences’ lived uneasily, unable to 
attach themselves properly to either side. Modern positivism 
achieves a monistic position byresolving the mind into its outward 
manifestations, Sartre wishes to do justice to the way in which the 

59 



mind itself hesitates between monism and dualism—a hesitation 
which is manifested in real observable modes of experience. 

How does Sartre believe that we can defeat our tendency to 
bad faith? If this were clear the nature of bad faith itself would be 
clearer. We have already seen that Sartre rejects the idea that 
‘sincerity’, in the sense of a transparent coincidence with oneself 
(the ideal of Roquentin and Daniel), is possible. We have seen 
too that the realisation of ‘value’ seems to depend upon the re¬ 
flective breaking up of the empdtement of consciousness. A value 
which is identified with a thing, whether material or psychic, is 
not a value. ‘A value that founded its ideal nature on its being 
would ipso facto cease to be value, and would realise a hetero- 
nomy of the will’ {Vfltre et le Niant^ p. 76 ). This is the rediscovery 
of Kant upon which positivist ethics also rests. But while Kant 
certainly believed (as firmly as Freud) that one should not take 
one’s psychic life at its face value, the rational will which alone 
was good remained separate from the world of empirical phe¬ 
nomena and unseen in its operation. Kant did not identify value 
with any empirical act or object—but he did identify it with a 
particular non-empirical kind of action. 

Many aspects of mind can readily be explained in terms of 
observable/z/«^:fio«.y in such a way as to prepare us to let go of the 
search for the inner substance. In a way, character is conduct. 
Or, if a ‘deeper’ description is preferred, character is the play of 
unconscious psychic forces. But what about the act of choice it¬ 
self? This alone seems to bring us back to the egocentric view¬ 
point which was abandoned when our units of analysis were 
operations which an outsider could observe. Kant excepted the 
act of moral choice! from the world of phenomena ; although in a 
way he defined it, yet he left its operation mysterious. (I do not 
know the working of the rational will in myself.) Kierkegaard ob¬ 
jected to Hegel’s dialectical barrel-organ because the egocentric 
privacy of the act of choice seemed to be lost in the objectively 
determined rational movement of the dialectic. Sartre, too, can¬ 
not accept a reduction of mind to observable phenomena,whether 
Rylean routines or Freudian forces. To do this would be to 
destroy the world’s instantaneous kernel, to neglect that which 
is the sovereign source of meaning. The consciousness moreover 
is at all times sovereign, at all times responsible, since there is no 
‘rational nature’ in Sartre’s metaphysic to take over the job of 
fixing the meaning of even a part of the universe. 

Sartre objects to Freud’s analysis of action not only because 
Freud seems to make the meaning of the act something which is 
in principle determinable by an outside observer independently 
of the consciousness of the actor, but also because Freud refers 
the meaning of the act to the past. Sartre wishes to refer it to the 
future; but in doing so he wishes to avoid an opposition (such as 
Kant’s picture might suggest) of blind causes to transparent 



reasons. (As if the act were an unintelligible leap out of a given 
empirical situation.) The distinction to be made in analysing 
choice is rather that between the motif, or explicit reflective sei¬ 
zure of the world as pointing toward a certain end, and its correl¬ 
ative, the mobile, which is my unreflcctive consciousness of the 
situation as coloured in a certain way. It is the mobile, the pre- 
reflective consciousness of how we grasp the situation, that we 
often mistake for a causal factor. Motivation is not a rational 
causality (Kant) or a psychic causality (Freud). It has the mag¬ 
ical self-enchanting quality which Sartre has analysed in the 
Essay on the Emotions. ‘The act of will*, the moral reflexion, is al¬ 
ready framed in my unreflcctive and self-prolonging conception 
of how things lie. Liberty lies deeper than will. It is I who confer 
value on both the motifs and the mobiles', 1 am not an independ¬ 
ent rational observer who estimates objectively a given situ¬ 
ation for which I am not responsible. Moral reflexion is no more 
than the choice of a volitional mode of action rather than an 
unreflcctive mode. La dilibiration volontaire est toujours truquie. . . 
Quandje dHibhe les jeux sontfails'^. 

This analysis of choice, negatively considered, seems not un¬ 
like that which is offered by certain positivists. (See for instance 
Stuart Hampshire’s article in Mind for October 1949.‘The crux 
is in the labelling.’) Such an account would seem cither to run the 
behaviouristic risks which Sartre was anxious to avoid (choice 
is the de facto pattern of my life) or else, if the psychic back¬ 
ground is filled in, to be a more sophisticated kind of determi¬ 
nism. What of the openness of the future, in relation to which 
Sartre wished to give meaning to the projet of consciousness, what 
of this liberty which lies deeper than will? This is to be sought at 
the level of the projet fondamental, which is the level of a purifying 
reflexion, as distinct from the reflexion complice which accompa¬ 
nies the willed deliberation. Elsewhere in a revealing phrase 
Sartre says: ‘The circularity of: to speak I must know my thought 
but how am I to fix my thought except in words? is the form of 
all human reality’. The existent is determined by the not-yet- 
existent, and vice versa. Our acts teach us our intentions just as 
our language teaches us our thoughts; and this is not the same as 
to say that our intentions are nothing but our acts, or our thoughts 
nothing but our words. Yet what is the fundamental project, is 
it a ‘free’ project? 

It is difficult to give a clear answer, or even a clear sense, to 
this question. Is it a matter of, as it were, catching myself at the 
moment in which I ‘give value’ to the motifs and mobiles which 
seem to determine my choice? To think this would simply be to 
repeat one stage further back the error of imagining that freedom 

* *Willed deliberation is always faked... When I deliberate the die is already cast* 
{L*£tr$ it It Ndant, p. 527). 
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consists in an immediate act of will. The instantaneous kernel of 
the world does not exercise a total sovereignty in any moment 
to moment sense. True choice, according to Sartre, consists 
in the more long term attempt to assume our own being by a 
purifying reflexion. Liberty is not just the ‘lighting up’ of our 
own contingency, it is its comprehension and interiorisation. 
Liberty, like the cure of the neurotic, lies at the level of a total 
understanding: an understanding which, I think Sartre would 
agree, we have no guarantee of reaching or foolproof criterion 
for recognising, although we know well enough in what direc¬ 
tion it lies. It seems, after all, to be like Kant’s rational will, mag¬ 
netic and mysterious. 

If someone complains that this means that half the time we do 
not know what we are doing and that it makes tlie task of living 
into a perpetual psychoanalysis, then tln^ answer is that this is 
indeed how Sartre sees the matter. Sartre has complained that 
traditional philosophy arose from la r^exion complice] true philos¬ 
ophy is a systematic kind of purifying refltrxion, and its end 
products arc the first principles of ‘existential psychoanalysis’. 
Sartre, like Freud, s(*es life as an egocentric drama; ‘the world 
is my world’ in that it is shaped by my values, projects and possi¬ 
bilities. Sartre wishes however, while attempting to lay bare by 
a pure reflexion (which corresponds to Husserl’s phenomenolo¬ 
gical reduction) the nature of consciousness, to preserve the 
sovereignty of the individual psyche as a source of meaning. For 
him the psyche is coextensive with consciousness. Whereas for 
Freud the deepest human impulse is sexual, for Sartre it is the 
urge toward ‘self-coincidence’ which is the key to our being. 
Sartre would doubtless not deny that many of his own favourite 
symbols can be given a sexual meaning (grasped as ways of 
thinking of the sexual) by this or that person. But he would main¬ 
tain that the root cause of the fascination of these things is that 
they symbolise the consciousness itself*. 


IX 

The Impossibility of Incarnation 

There are two kinds of objections to be made to Sartre’s theory 
of consciousness, although it contains, as part of its ‘evidence’, a 
vast amount of subtle and revealing psychological analysis. The 
first objection, taking the whole descriptive project as a possible 
one, is that it is arbitrary and incomplete. The second objection 

* The striking symbol of the petrifying Medusa is interpreted by Freud as a castration 
fear {Collected Papers^ Vol. V). Sartre of course regards as its basic sense our general 
fear of being observed {Vhtre et le p. 502). It is interesting to speculate on how 

one would set about deciding which interpretation was ‘correct’. 
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is methodological, to the efiect that Sartre is doing in a difFerent 
way just what he has accused traditional philosophy of doing, 
that is, hypostatising the mind in the form of an imaginary and 
indemonstrable substance. 

The speculative arbitrariness of the structure is I think un¬ 
deniable. Sartre offers nothing like a convincing deduction of 
his categories. The three modes of consciousness are unrefiectivc 
awareness, reflexion, and being-for-others. The main world- 
making categories of consciousness are the forms of our relations 
with others: language, love, hate, indifference, desire, sadism 
and masochism. But why should one stop there? According to 
Sartre the awareness of others is a radical form of our awareness 
of the world; we do not have to ‘infer our friends’. On the other 
hand, a sense of communal belongingness, a sense of‘we’, which 
is something that wc often experience^ is not fundamental to our 
being, does not make part of the ‘ontological structure of the 
human world’ {V£tre el le Neant^ p. 485). There is something 
arbitrary about the idea of a radical or basic category here. 
Suppose someone maintains that in his case the most profound 
category of the real is his relation to his work—and that he is 
completely unaware of the attention of his neighbours? Sartre’s 
arguments against such a position could only consist, as do all his 
arguments in this matter, of very persuasive descriptions, which 
either ‘ring the bell’ or not. I’he appeal is to our experience, and 
as a matter of fact the answers are various. What Sartre certainly 
has given is a brilliant and generally instructive self-analysis. 
We are tempted to say to him: this is one kind of person, yes: but 
there are others. 

Sartre’s work is easily vulnerable to the attack which takes the 
form of questioning the status of his assertions. Sartre would have 
done better to admit and to open to investigation the sense in 
which all general descriptions of the mind must belong to la 
rijiexion complice; that is, must involve hypostatisations. They are 
not for that reason misleading or pointless. Only Sartre’s theory 
has point in the way in which all metaphysical theories have 
point and not in a new way. (All metaphysical theories arc in¬ 
conclusively vulnerable to positivist attack.) What seems new 
about it is its closeness to theories such as that of Freud which are 
called ‘psychological’. But the same problems of point and status 
arise about Freud’s theories if they are considered in any but a 
narrowly therapeutic sense. It is more instructive to call Freud’s 
work a sort of metaphysics than to call Sartre’s a sort of psycho¬ 
logy. The latter remark kills reflexion, the former invites it. It is 
more profitable to criticise Sartre in the spirit of the first objec¬ 
tion, taking it for granted that the line between metaphysics and 
psychology is not now a clear one. 

Sartre praises Kierkegaard for maintaining against Hegel that 
what I crave from the world is the recognition of my being as an 
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individual, and not as an abstract truth. The essence of Sartre’s 
attempt to describe the mind is the recognition of our contingency 
in the psychic sphere, combined with the maintenance of the 
sovereignty of the individual consciousness. Consciousness is not 
to be reduced to knowledge or choice to rational causation. 
That is, Sartre abandons the idealist notion of mind as a self- 
determining complex of intelligible ideas, while retaining the 
notion of mind as the source of meaning. It is not a radiant source, 
however. He pictures it sluggish and dark, implicitly rather than 
explicitly self-aware, and yet, even in its unreflective times, the 
responsible creator of sense. No ‘meaning’ escapes the scope of 
consciousness, either in the world or in the psyche. The sense of 
all objects is a human sense, which I responsibly maintain; they 
are not labelled either by external Nature or by a Rational Self 
in me. There is no unconscious mind, nothing ‘in’ the conscious¬ 
ness of which the consciousness is not aware. Only, since we 
are contingent beings in situations which arc ‘given’ to us, the 
meanings which we impose are not arbitrary but share that con¬ 
tingency. There is no human ‘nature’, but tliere is a human 
‘situation’. 

To say that we are ‘responsible’ for the categories we use in the 
natural world seems bizarre, since these categories are so firm an 
inheritance and shift so slowly; though they do shift, for instance 
under the influence of science. (Consider how our concept of 
colour is gradually changing under the impact of popular phys¬ 
ics.) ‘Responsibility’ for this shift moreover, as for the thousand 
meanings which are not shifting, would seem to be collective 
rather than individual. Sartre fails to emphasise the power of our 
inherited collective view of the world—save where it appears in 
the form of social prejudice and is labelled ‘bad faith’. (In effect 
he regards all unreflective social outlooks as in bad faith.) He is 
in the unavoidably uncomfortable position of the egocentric 
philosopher who professes no universal theory of the self. He 
neglects the sphere of objective publicly determined ‘meanings’ 
which scientifically minded Anglo-Saxon philosophers have too 
exclusively cultivated. He wishes to think of meaning as the deep 
rich subjective colours of the world, and yet to stay out of solip¬ 
sism. It is the unique emotional vision which he wishes to charac¬ 
terise, not that of a scientist in pursuit of universally demonstra¬ 
ble sense. Once again, the dramatic colour of his theory comes 
from the easily grasped examples of personal conflict. 

Yet it is just here that Sartre’s solipsistic view of meaning raises 
difficulties of another kind. He does not fall into the error of 
which Kierkegaard accuses Hegel, but he does fall into a rather 
similar one. He isolates the self so that it treats others, not as ob¬ 
jects of knowledge certainly, but as objects to be feared, manip¬ 
ulated and imagined about. Sartre’s is not a rational but an 
imaginative solipsism. He comments on the unsatisfactory cir- 



cularity of our relations with other people. Wc can never suffi¬ 
ciently respect the liberty of the other: we cannot co-operate 
wholly in his freedom, or make him free, and yet short of tliat wc 
constitute opaque obstacles in his world. This failure is the root 
cause of feelings of guilt and sin. Sartre analyses love as a partic¬ 
ular case of this frustration. Love is one of the forms under which 
wc pursue stability of being. Stability derives here from the 
steady adoring gaze of the lover, caught in which the beloved 
feels full, compact and justified. ‘Love is essentially the urge to 
make oneself loved,’ But the lover demands a similar returning 
gaze, and is free at any moment to withhold his own. If the be¬ 
loved dominates the lover so as to fix and hold his admiration, 
this destroys the value of the regard which is only prized so far 
as it is freely given. If the beloved basks passively before the 
lover the latter remains unsatisfied. Reciprocal love is therefore 
precarious, if not impossible, and readily moves toward the 
satisfactions of sadism or masochism (varieties of domination or 
basking). 

Sartre says of the mental image that it is unsatisfying because 
it is the slave of consciousness. Unlike the inexhaustible object 
of perception it is poor and non-resistant, it contains nothing but 
what I put into it. Sartre presents love, even at its most vigorous, 
as a dilemma of the imagination. He follows here very closely 
the account of the enslavement of one consciousness by another 
which is given by Hegel in the ‘Master and Slave’ section of the 
Phenomenology, Only Sartre has subjcctivised the picture, leaving 
out the references to work, the ‘real’ aspect of the enslavement 
—and incidentally, in Hegel’s version, the pointer toward the 
liberation of the slave. Sartre’s lovers are each engaged in per¬ 
petual speculation about the attitude of the other. Their project 
is appropriative, their torment a torment of the imagination. 
Proust says that what I receive in the presence of the beloved ob¬ 
ject is a negative which I develop later. This gives the essence 
of the situation, though Sartre imagines the battle as more 
directly engaged than this image suggests. There is much psycho¬ 
logical acuteness in this account. But as a definition of love it is 
curiously abstract. If this is what Sartre means by the ‘recogni¬ 
tion of my being as an individual’, then it seems to difl'er in no 
essential from that recognition of me as an abstract truth for 
which he censures Hegel. What each one seems to crave, accord¬ 
ing to Sartre, is that he should be imaginatively contemplated 
by the other— a craving which is frustrated because of the recip¬ 
rocal nature of the demand and because of the loneliness and 
essential poverty of the imagination. Sartre’s lovers arc out of 
the world, their struggle is not an incarnate struggle. There is 
no suggestion in Sartre’s account that love is connected with 
action and day to day living; that it is other than a battle between 
two hypnotists in a closed room. 



For Sartre imagination—which in effect he identifies with 
consciousness, it is the ‘essential characteristic’ of consciousness— 
is both liberation and enslavement. It is the power to set things 
at a distance. It is also the tendency toward sclf-enchantment, the 
inertia of the consciousness. This view of imagination is at the 
root of Sartre’s misunderstanding both of contemplation and of 
action. Any imaginative movement which is not the scattering 
of a given complex is a piece of self-deception, a self-protective 
dodge of the consciousness. Sartre sees emotion as a dodge of this 
kind; he does not consider the problems raised by either ‘justi¬ 
fied’ real emotions or ‘purged’ aesthetic emotions. He isolates 
emotion from the world; it is an imperious infantile gesture, a 
check to freedom, a comedie. 

'Fhis view impoverishes in advance his theory of art. At the close 
oiUImaginaire, where he touches on the matter, Sartre writes: 
‘aesthetic contemplation is a provoked dream’. This exercise 
of the imagination too initially appears as a fall out of freedom, 
a degradation and fascination of the consciousness. In the light 
of the Essay on the Emotions it is already plain that the artist must 
appear, if lie is unreflective as a futile escapist (Roquentin when 
he was writing the life of the Marquis dc Rollcbon), or if he is 
reflective as engaged upon some dubious metaphysical project 
(Roquentin in his final phase.) Emotion as a real creative power, 
or as part of a new experience, Sartre does not recognise. 

Language is treated by Sartre as a fundamental aspect of 
being-for-others. As soon as there is another^ one who observes me 
and interprets the utterances of my behaviour, there is language 
{V£tre el le Neant, p. 440). Language is that aspect of me which, 
in laying me open to interpretation, gives me away— le fait meme 
de I"expression est un vol depens^e* —and which may also constitute 
my defence. In such circ:umstances the primitive tendency of 
language will be toward command or seduction. When Sartre 
comes to elaborate his aesthetic theory in What is Literature? he 
modifies this view, but not fundamentally, and adds a clearer 
pragmatic c:orollary. Language (and presumably emotion) may 
now constitute a structure to be contemplated (poetry); or else 
both language and emotion will drive us back, after a reflective 
moment, into the v^rorld of tasks (prose). In the latter case any 
pleasure which the language affords us will be connected with 
our apprehension of the practical ‘engaged’ character of the 
writing. 

Sartre has isolated both contemplation and action. Contem¬ 
plation is the self-enchantment of the imagination. (Contem¬ 
plative uses of language will tend to be lies.) Action is the un¬ 
reflective world of tasks. In between them there is only the uneasy 
flickering of* the reflective moment. Sartre’s lovers arc saved 

♦ ‘The very fact of expression is a theft of thought.* 
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neither by their involvement in a communal world of action, nor 
by a purging of their imagination; thtur imaginings are conceived 
as a selfish inertia. (Contrast the fiMiti creatricc in terms of wliich 
a philosopher such as Marcel conceives the loving imagination.) 
But now, for the sake of his theory of art and politics, Sartre 
needs to regenerate the imagining spirit and join it to the woi ld 
of action. 

It might seem clear in any case that the only way to regenerate 
the imagining spirit is to join it to the world of action. Love is 
not futile, not because we live it more imaginatively but because 
we live it more externally. When Marx said that Ik’ wanted not 
to explain the world but to change it he was not rejecting theory 
but stating the essence of his own tlieory. The question is, can a 
Knight of Faith really go on looking like a tax collector?* In 
UEtre et Ic Ndarit Sartre seemed to think so. Like Kierkegaard, 
Sartre is both anti-totalitarian and anti-bourgeois. Sartr(*’s man 
moves through a society which he finds unreal and alien, but 
without the consolation of a rational universe. His action seems 
not to lie in this social world; his freedom is a mysterious point 
which he is never sure of having reached. His virtue lies in 
understanding his own contingency in order to assume it, not the 
contingency of the world in order to alter it. It seems as if what 
‘justifies’ him is just this precarious honc.'sty, haunted as it is by 
a sense of the absolute. Sartre sees our dividedness and yearning 
sometimes as a flaw and a lack, sometimes as a rather dry mys¬ 
tery, not a rich one like Marcel’s or a vivid one like Berdyaev’s. 
The outside point of view upon the mind, the point of view of his¬ 
tory or science, is the point of view of bad faith. The mind must 
be understood from within, and in a world where objectivity has 
disappeared with the eye of God, it would seem that each of us 
can only do this for ourselves. The scene would appear to be set 
for what George Lukacs in a charming phrase calls the carnaval 
permanent de Vint^iorite fStichisie of the western intcdk'ctual.** 
Sartre does suggest in r£,tre et le N^ant that the way out of the 
spiritual dilemma which he has depicted is not through art or 
theology, but by a ‘return to existence’ which will renew its value. 
But he does not display this return as any real reintegration of 
his hero into social life. It savours rather of a ‘return’ organised 
from the psychoanalyst’s couch, and not pursued into the daily 
life that lies beyond the case book. Sartre’s man is still at the 
stage of thinking perpetually of himself. He is clear however that 
his salvation lies in action; and for Sartre action means politics. 
It is from politics, and not from love, that he learns about the 
union of the flesh and the spirit. Sartre comes to politics from 


* Kierkegaard’s ‘ELnight of Faith* bears no visible marks of his nature. Me ‘looks like 


a tax-collector’ {Fear and Trembling, p. ^3). 
** Existentialisme ou Marxisme?, p. 90. 
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two points of view. Partly he approaches it as a philosophical 
solution to a solipsistic dilemma. Partly he meets it as the practical 
concern of a W<tstcrn democrat. Sartre has in himself both the 
intense egocentric conception of personal life and the pragmatic 
utilitarian view of politics which most western people keep as 
two separate notions in their head; only since he is a metaphysi¬ 
cian Sartre wishes to join the two by a theory of action. 

He joins them clumsily, as we have seen. His theory of mind 
is inspired by a mistrust of the idealist deification of reason and 
knowledge. La reflexion purifiante is not a form of knowledge but a 
continual movement of the spirit which becomes insincere if it is 
ever still. The reason in which Sartre bt^lieves is non-utilitarian 
and mysterious. What is real in man is this continual ujisurge. 
But on the other hand, Sartre is much too concerned about the 
historical scene to allow finally that freedom is a matter of con¬ 
viction or truth a personal dan. He has very definite views about 
political freedom. He needs to reintroduce an objective view¬ 
point. He does this by a piece of Kantian ethics which enables 
him to move on into utilitarianism. His view (expressed in 
VExisteniialisme esi un Humanisme'^) that if I will freedom for my¬ 
self 1 necessarily will it in the sam(! sense for others goes even 
beyond Kant. Kant did not specify precisely what the categorical 
demand of reason would be in any particular case of treating a 
man as an end. 

Sartre’s philosophy already implies a sort of pragmatism; our 
being is what we do, our world is a world of tasks. It is in connexion 
with politics alone that he is able to conceive a universal value 
for this ‘doing’, which otherwise remains caught in the privacy 
of the individual project. It is at this point alone—the point at 
which the individual is touched by the ideal of liberating man¬ 
kind from oppression—that Sartre can conceive of a value which 
will give sense to our activities and bind them together. But he 
has not provided for this picture the mctapliysical background 
needed to integrate it into his philosophy. He docs not believe in 
a Kantian self which is precisely the same in each of us; the self- 
stabilising project which he does take to be the essence of the 
psyche need not (if we follow U£.tre et le Ndint) become concrete 
in the form of universal libertarianism. Nor does he have the 
clear conception of historical causality or of human good needed 
to make of his theory a utilitariani.sm similar to that of the 
Marxist. The action which Sartre advocates to heal the spiritual 
breach is neither a renewed conception of our daily tasks (such a 
spiritualisation of work he would deem to be impossible in a 
bourgeois society) nor is it a confident programme of revolution¬ 
ary activity. Sartre’s world is without a historical perspective, 
and very deliberately so. The future which seems to him real is 

* And sef forth much more extensively in the work of Simone de Beauvoir. 
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the warm living future of the individual project. Reality is not an 
intelligible object of universal knowledge which can be operated 
on scientifically so as to bring about a common good. He re¬ 
mains therefore an uneasy utilitarian, hovering on the verge of 
an irresponsible pragmatism, which has its alilnitics with the 
romantic nineteenth-century cult of‘experience’. 

Sartre rejects his own society with its inheritance of meanings; 
he demands a reflective revolt against it. But he knows, as any 
intellectual knows, that undisciplined reflexion may rot. He has 
gasped too the idea that thought is to be purged.and justified by 
its integration with a routine of living. But since he rejects not 
only society but religion, there is no way of living which offers 
to him the possibility of the yearned for marriage of action and 
spirit. There is only the uneasy marginal pursuit of the idea of 
freedom which seems inevitably to fall into corruption as soon 
as it takes on the form of a political achievement. 'J’his uneasy 
thinking is dominated by the sense, which few intellectuals can 
think away, of the historical transi tori ness of capitalism in its 
present form. Placed as we are we find it hard to be (fither con¬ 
vinced dualists or simple empiricists. Sartre’s picture of conscious¬ 
ness as a totality ddtotalis^ may be thought of as a sort of myth of 
our condition. The spirit seems to have deserted our social fabric 
and to hang in the air, blowing to and fro on the ideological gales. 
The problem is how to bring it back into our daily life. The 
Marxists who claim to have achieved a society where doing and 
believing form a concrete unity have done it at what seems to 
us too high a cost to the integrity of th<^ individual. A confused 
sense of the preciousne.ss of this integrity remains to us as an 
article of faith, and it finds expression too in the philosophy of 
Sartre. 

Sartre describes very exactly the situation of a being who, de¬ 
prived of general truths, is tormented by an absolute aspiration. 
If this appears to be an exploration of the condition of his con¬ 
temporaries, it will not be the first time that important philosoph¬ 
ical writing will have been of this type. Sartre is enough of a 
humanist to find this aspiration touching and admirable, enough 
of a romantic to enjoy adding that it is fruitless, and enough of a 
politician to introduce a theoretical contradiction for inime- 
diate practical ends. His philosophy is not just a piece of irre¬ 
sponsible romanticism; it is the expression of a Ipt ditch attach¬ 
ment to the value of the individual, expressed in philosophical 
terms. Sartre is performing the traditional task of the philosopher; 
he is reflecting systematically about the human condition. The 
role of philosophy might be said to be to extend and deepen the 
self-awareness of mankind. Such a definition will cover both ana¬ 
lysis and metaphysics. What the psychoanalyst does for the par¬ 
ticular consciousness of the individual the metaphysician does 
for the intellectual consciousness of the group he is addressing, 
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and through them perhaps for the consciousness of an epoch. He 
presents a conceptual framework which is an aid to understand¬ 
ing. The answer to those who wish to eliminate metaphysics is 
the ‘moral’ answer: that it is proper for intellectual groups to 
make this particular sort of elfort at self-comprehension. 71 iat 
the influence of such attempts, for good or evil, is not limited to 
the groups concerned is evident from the history of philosophy. 


X 

Linguistic Acts and Linguistic Objects 

I have tried to rest what I have to say about Sartre upon a con¬ 
sideration of his novels. Although Sartre is plainly more at home 
as a playwTight than as a novelist, the* novels provide more com¬ 
prehensive material for a study of his thought; they reveal very 
clearly both the central structure of his philosophy {La JVausee) 
and the detail of his interest in the contemporary world {Les 
Chemins). I want now in conclusion to discuss Sartre’s theory of 
la litUralure engagee, and to pass some judgment upon his per¬ 
formance as a novelist. 

The novel, the novel proper that is, is about people’s treat¬ 
ment of each other, and so it is about human values. A modern 
critic such as F. R. Leavis concentrates his attention upon this 
aspect of the novel’s subject-matter; he demands that the novel¬ 
ist should be concerned with serious matters and that his total 
treatment of them should be ‘morally mature’. What constitutes 
‘maturity’ is something of which we all have some notion and 
which could be demonstrated in detail in the case of any partic¬ 
ular novel. These considerations will form a large part of our esti¬ 
mate of a novel as a work of literature. But it will clearly not be 
enough for us to know that the novelist has a mature and in¬ 
teresting viewpoint on human affairs and to know from reading 
his novel what the viewpoint is; our judgment of him as a novel¬ 
ist will also depend on how he incarnates his viewpoint in his 
literary medium, although to put it thus is misleading if it sug¬ 
gests that the particular viewpoint exists apart from its incar¬ 
nation. 

Sartre could certainly not be accused of a lack of seriousness 
or of moral maturity. But what about his manner, in the novels, 
of making his thought concrete? The modern work with which 
I am most tempted to compare I^s Chemins de la Liberti is L. H. 
Myers’s trilogy, The Near and the Far. This impressive work dis¬ 
cusses a large number of philosophical and religious problems 
through the medium of a group of characters who ‘represent’ 
particular ideologies. Yet because we feel that the characters 
move in order to support the ideas, and that the colour is 
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applied to them externally in a decorative manner, we arc left 
with the sense that these books arc not exactly novels. A certain 
transmutation of the ideas presented has not taken place. Wc 
feel a similar uneasiness in reading I^s Chemins. 

Sartre, be it remembered, approaches literature somewhat in 
the mood of a physician coming to his patient. Literature, in his 
view, is sick because of a separation of the writer from life, which 
has shown itself in either a hatred of language, or an absorption 
in language for its own sake. The writer has now been forced 
back to a living contact with the world by being placed in ‘ex¬ 
treme situations’. It remains for him to effect the cure of the 
language by affirming its role as a imxlium of communication. 
When he discusses this idea in What is Literature? Sartre makes a 
distinction between prose and poetry: with prose we are inside 
language, with poetry w^e arc outside language. Prose is an ex¬ 
tension of our activities, pro.se words are transparent, prose is 
simply for communication. Here ‘we are within language as 
within our body’ (p. 11). This is what he wants to tell the novel¬ 
ist. Whereas for the poet ‘language is a structure of the external 
world’ (p. 6). In reading poetry we run up against language in 
amazement. But pro.se is an instrument; and ‘in prose the aesth¬ 
etic pleasure is pure only if it is thrown in into the bargain’ (p. 15). 
It is only prose literature, then, which Sartre wishes to see 
‘committed’, and it is only for prose literature that he makes the 
connexion of ‘good writing’ with ideological commitment. It is 
the prose writer who ‘has only one subject—freedom’. 

There seem to be two theses about the task of prose literature. 
One is that the language of prose is naturally and properly com¬ 
municative (as contrasted with the language of poetry^), and that 
the healthy prose writer will not sport with it in a ‘poetic’ man¬ 
ner, but will use it to make a communication. The other thesis 
is that since the creation and enjoyment of literature demand a 
disciplined purging of the mind on the part of the writer and 
a similar ‘free’ response from the r(*ader, the literary man has a 
special interest in the ‘free’ society; he desires a certain harmony 
of wills between himself and his readers, and cannot but be con¬ 
cerned about the promotion and preservation of the po.ssibility 
of a similar free response throughout society at large. The good 
writer is a natural progressive. 

The distinction between prose and poetry seems at first sight 
an illuminating one. But what exactly does it mean.^ It seems 
true that when reading a poem we ‘stay at the words’; what the 
thing is is here. As Sartre says of a piece of Rimbaud which he 
quotes: ‘The interrogation has become a thing as the anguish of 
Tintoretto became a yellow sky. It is no longer a meaning but a 
substance’ (p. 9). The image which .suggests itself is that of lang¬ 
uage as an opaque coagulated substance to be contemplated 
for itself alone, or else as a transparent glass through which one 
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looks at the world or a tool with which one prods it. Yet in what 
exactly does the opaque nature of poetry consist? One might 
guess that the distinction was simply that between discursive and 
non-discursive, communicative and non-communicative uses 
of language. Yet this is not in itself a very clear distinction. In an 
obvious sense many kinds of poetry (c.g. English poetry of the 
eighteenth century) are communicative and discursive, and it 
would be a sophistry to distinguish the content communicated 
from the ‘poetic* character of the writing. Much prose, on the 
other hand, has qualities of form and texture such that it im¬ 
presses us as a linguistic structure met with from the outside. 
(Landor, dc Quincey, Sir Thomas Browne.) If the distinction is 
between the rhetorical and densely imaged and the straight-for¬ 
ward, this would seem to cut through the middle of both prose 
and poetry. There is the transparency of simplicity which is not 
the same as the transparency of utility. Some poetry consists of 
opaque mountains of imagery; but at other times we slip, with 
an ease which is part of the beauty of the thing, straight into the 
poetic thought. The poetic language of Hopkins is opaque, that 
of Wordsworth is transparent. 

The ‘thinginess’ of the poem, that which tempts one to call it 
a substance, rather than a meaning, does not seem to depend up¬ 
on the obscurity or complexity of the language or upon whether 
an intellectual grasp of the ‘argument* forms a part of the en¬ 
joying of it. Poetic language may be transparent and discursive, 
and prose, whether in literary or in everyday use, may be opaque 
and rhetorical. The tautness, the separateness, the substantial 
character of the poem cannot be accounted for by any short for¬ 
mula about approaching language from inside or outside. The 
‘substantiality’ is a function of all the aesthetically relevant prop¬ 
erties of the poem, and what these are (imagery, vocabulary, 
word-order, thought, movement, argument) will vary according 
to the type of poetry or the particular poem in question. What 
makes the poem separate is not just the mode of language-using 
of which it is an instance, but the quality and integrity of the 
poetic thought of which it is an incarnation. (A bad poem is im¬ 
perfectly ‘substantial’.) But if it is this which gives us the sensa¬ 
tion of seeing the thing from the outside, may we not say that 
certain kinds of prose works are similarly seen? The distinction 
would now seem to be, again, not that between prose and poetry, 
but between formless non-aesthetic uses of language and disci¬ 
plined aesthetic uses. 

The language which we are completely inside is not prose lang¬ 
uage in general, but certain regions of ordinary practical dis¬ 
course only. Literary prose language may be transparent in that 
we brood over the meaning rather than over the sound and order 
of the words; but it is not language which we are using, and it is 
not like a tool or an extension of our bodies. It is language which 
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is deliberately disposed so as to conjure up before us some steady 
and internally coherent thought or image. Ordinary discourse, 
on the other hand, may be thought of as transparent not only in 
the sense of not drawing attention to its particular wordy prop¬ 
erties, but also in the sense of being useful. It very often does 
what shouts or gestures or pictures might equally well achieve, 
when what matters is the achievement. It directs attention to 
things in the world, it alters courses of action, it arouses feelings 
and conveys information. 

Now Sartre is patently not suggesting that prose literature 
ought to regard itself as a purely utilitarian practice, to be judg¬ 
ed by the value of the actions it inspires. If that were so propa¬ 
ganda sheets, advertisements, religious tracts, and sentimental 
fantasies could compete on even terms with the great plays and 
novels. He appeals in general terms to a view of language as 
tool-like and communicative, an activity among other human 
activities, to support his contention that prost! literature is natur¬ 
ally and properly ‘committed*. Yet when he comes to state more 
precisely what commitment involves he moves on to a second 
and very different thesis, to the effect that the propcir activity 
of the prose writer is to invite a free and selfless response from 
his reader and in the process to commend the cause of freedom 
for all mankind. To achieve this involves a careful, disciplined 
and reflective use of language which is like neither its everyday 
tool-like use, where it appears as one activity among others, 
nor its reflective use as a propaganda weapon. Sartre makes 
persuasive play with the contrast between the poetic linguistic 
thing and the prose linguistic act; but the distinction he then 
makes between the disciplined ‘liberating’ uses of prose and its 
other uses disqualifles him from using the force of the first dis¬ 
tinction to support his argument. 

If the writer ought to be ‘progressive’ because the work of art 
is a task set to freedom, then it is hard to sec why any art should 
be excluded: the very ‘thinginess’ of the poem, which Sartre 
used earlier as an example of the detachment of this art from in¬ 
fluence on human affairs, appears to be an example of the achieve¬ 
ment of the purged and disciplined appeal which Sartre later 
takes to be the especial task of the novelist. What can certainly 
be said is that the novel in particular, since it is a prose work 
which takes society and human affairs as its theme, is especially 
suited to making communications and recommendations about 
social organisation; this is obvious but it is less than what Sartre 
is maintaining. If moreover it is the disciplined character of 
aesthetic utterance which inspires a respect for freedom, then 
not only does there seem no reason to regard the prose writer as 
more nearly concerned with this liberating activity, but there 
seems no reason to prefer one sort of artistic subject-matter to 
another. Here Sartre needs the further equation which connects 
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the ‘purging of the emotions* that is involved in good writing 
with a respect for human pcronality which must have progressive 
political implications. 

It may be said that a continuous reflective affirmation is 
required from the spectator to maintain the structure and separ¬ 
ateness of the work of art; it may be illuminating to compare 
this affirmation with moral evaluation or reiterated acts of faith 
in an ideological code. But to suggest that therefore there is a 
contradiction involved in lending one’s imagination (as author or 
spectator) to a work which approves of tyranny is to lean too 
heavily upon the word ‘freedom*. It is at such moments that we 
are most aware of Sartre’s hasty rationalism. No a priori argu¬ 
ment can show that the discipline which produces great art is 
identical with the discipline of reciprocal human toleration, par¬ 
ticularly in the very special sense which Sartre gives to the latter 
concept. 

It might certainly be argued that the great novelist always has 
some kind of social seriousness. George Lukacs says that the 
writer is a natural progressive because he is sensitive to the situ¬ 
ation of the most suffering class. But this seriousness and sensi¬ 
tiveness then has to be sought and defined in what the writer 
shows, perhaps malgr^ lui, and not in what he professes or sets out 
to teach.* Sartre says that no good novel could be written in 
praise of anti-Semitism. How does he know? Again it might be 
argued that such a novel would be somehow s(df-refuting, that 
the moral maturity and earnest observation of men which are 
essential to the writing of a good novel would here be in contra¬ 
diction with the doctrine professed. But this is something which 
would have to be demonstrated in the case of particular novels 
—in which context terms such as ‘moral maturity’ would also 
find their definition—and not something which can be given 
sense beforehand in terms of a general theory of human nature. 

If we leave theory and look about us all that seems certain is 
that art may break any rule. That minor art defies Sartre’s can¬ 
ons is very clear. It is at least arguable (and if Sartre were right 
it would be patently false) that Henri de Montherlant, whose 
political views are reactionary and who despises women, is a 
better novelist than Sartre who has exemplary opinions on both 
topics. The discipline which makes de Montherlant a fine writer 
seems independent of the lamentably unpurged nature of his 
world outlook. It might however be said that it is the latter 
which prevents him from being a great writer. Where great art 
is concerned we are more tempted to insist that there must be a 
connexion between morality and achievement. Hate may take 
a small writer a long way, but charity must be the quality of a 
great one. Yet in Shakespeare or in Dostoievsky charity wears a 

* See Lukacs’s chapters on Balzac and Stendhal in Studies in European Realism. 
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strange and unique face. Wc are not classifying, but experiencing 
something new, if we give it that name. Sartre’s conception of 
what the disciplined vision will teach is too confined. He cannot 
demonstrate that good art will, of its own nature, lead to the 
treasuring of a particular kind of society. His theory of la litt^ra- 
ture engagie remains a recommendation to writers concerning 
their cral't, not a demonstration of its essential nature. 

His theory gives us however a clue to his own particular 
virtues and limitations as a novelist. What Sartre requires from 
art is analysis, the setting of the world in order, the reduction to 
the intelligible, where the intelligible is something smooth and 
balanced. II faiit souffrir en rnestire is what the little tune says to 
Roquentin ; and what is en mesure is the firm purity which lies at 
the opposite pole IVoni the chaos which Roquentin and Sartre 
both dread—and also from the darkness which some art invokes. 
But Sartre describes llie artist’s ‘evil’ as the irreducability of man 
and the world of thought. Sartre has an im patience, which is fatal 
to a novelist prop(T, with the stujf of human lifi*. He has, on the 
one hand, a lively interest, often slightly morbid, in the details 
of contemporary living, and on the oth(T a passionate' dc'sire to 
analyse!, to build intellectually pleasing schemes and patterns. 
But the feature which might enable thes(‘ two talents to fuse into 
the work of a gr(!at novelist is absent, namely an apprehension of 
the absurd irreducible uniqueness of people and of their relations 
with each other. Sartre: seems blind to the function of prose, not as 
an activity or an analytic tool, but as creative of a complete and 
unclassifiable image. It is only Sartre’s practical inte rests that 
put him in need of speech; his ideal is not the actual silence of 
Rimbaud but the intellectual silence of Mallarine. 

Sartre praises, significantly, what he calls ‘the theatre of situ¬ 
ation’. In this type of drama, he says, ‘each character will be 
nothing but the choice of an i.ssuc and will equal no more than 
the chosen issue. It is to be hoped that all litc^ralure will become 
moral and problematic like this new theatre’ ( Whal is Literature? 
p. 217). But an interest in issues rather than people, though it 
may sometimes be appropriate for a dramatist, is not appropri¬ 
ate for a novelist. It is a mark of Sartre’s rationalism, his concern 
after all with essences rather than existences, that he wishes to 
model the novel upon the drama of situation. But though a ration¬ 
alist may be a good dramatist (Ik'rnard Shaw, whom Sarlre re¬ 
sembles in many ways, was both) he is rarely a good novelist. 
Sartre is certainly a natural playwright (and an excellent one) 
rather than a novel writer. Many of his scenes (the close of UAge 
de Raison for instance) could be staged with hardly an alteration; 
and the carefully constructed clash of towering view]3oints of 
which Les Chemins consists has the harsh emphatic force of drama, 
rather than the more blurred and detailed working of a novel. 

This latter is properly an art ol image rather than of analysis; 
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and its revelation is, to borrow Gabriel Marcel’s terminology, of 
a myste^ rather than of a problem. But Sartre’s special talent is 
social diagnosis and psychoanalysis; he is at his most brilliant 
when he dissects some deformed life and lays it out for our in¬ 
spection, as in VEnfance d^un Chef, where he sketches the growth 
of a young fascist (in Le Mur). The novels are problematic and 
analytical; and their appeal does in part depend upon our being 
initially moved by the intellectual conflicts which they resume. 
All who felt the Spanish War as a personal wound, and all dis¬ 
appointed and vainly passionate lovers of Communism will hear 
these novels speak to them. But those who, without any pressing 
concern with these problems, seek their human shape and weight 
in Sartre’s array of people may be left with a sense of emptiness. 

Kierkegaard quotes someone as dividing mankind into officers, 
serving maids and chimney-sweeps—and adds that such a clas¬ 
sification ‘sets the imagination in motion’. This is the perennial 
justification of rationalism. Sartre’s great inexact equations, 
like those of his master Hegel, inspire us to reflect. His passion 
both to possess a big theoretical machine and to gear it on to the 
details of practical activity compares favourably with the in- 
diflerence of those who arc complacently content to let history 
get on without them. His inability to write a great novel is a 
tragic symptom of a situation which afflicts us all. We know that 
the real lesson to be taught is that the human person is precious 
and unique; but we seem unable to set it forth except in terms of 
ideology and abstraction. 
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

Jean Paul Sartre was bom in Paris on the 2i5t of June 1905. His father, who was a 
sailor, died in Indo-China when Sartre was a child; his grandfather (on his mother’s 
side) was professeur of German at the Lycee Henri IV in Paris. Sartre was educated first at 
the Lycie at St. Rochelle and later (during the 1914 war) at the Lycfe Henri IV, In 1925 
he entered the £cole Normale Superieure and in 1928 took his Astegalion de Philosophie, 
He was appointed professeur at Laon, and later at Le Havre. He then spent a short 
period in Berlin as pensionnaire at the Insiitul Franfais where he studied contemporary 
German philosophy. He returned to the post oiprofesseur at the Lycee Pasteur at Neuilly. 
In September 1939 he was called up and sent to the Maginot Line; in June 1940 he 
was taken prisoner. He was repatriated in the spring of 1941 and returned to the Jych 
Pasteur from which he later moved to the Lycfe Condorcet. In 1944 he gave up teaching 
in order to devote himscll entirely to literature, and in 1945 he travelled widely in the 
United States. The first number of his periodical Les Temps Modemes appeared in 
October 1946. 
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